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A B S T R A C T
T his s tudy  o f South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e  and Johannesburg 's b lack  urban 
tow nships ia  undertaken in  th e  broader c o n tex t o f hum anistic  geography. 
The emergence o f l i t e r a tu r e  as a recognised  to o l  o f  geographical enquiry 
fo r  th e  s tudy  o f p lace  i s  tra c e d ,  and se v e ra l ty p es o f l i t e r a r y  geography 
a re  ca te g o rise d  and r e .  tewed, '.oag th e se  axe Anglo-American cases ir. 
which ap p lic a tio n s  and c r i t i c i s m  r e ly  on conventional techn iques th a t  
t r e a t  p ro se  and p o e try  in  i s o la t io n  from th e  co n d itio n s o f th e i r  p ro ­
d u c tio n . Such a n a ly s is  i s  in ap p ro p ria te  to  South A frican c re a t iv e  w ritin g  
which may n o t be considered  w ithou t comprehending i t s  w ider so c io lo g ic a l 
co n te x ts . In  an account o f th e  h i s to r i c a l  development o f p r im a rily  b laek 
urban-fooxised South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th re e  major e ra s  a re  id e n t i f ie d ,  
namely, l i b e r a l ,  p r o te s t  and b lack  consciousness. Bach p e rio d  was matched 
by a  d i s t in c t iv e  ideo logy , c o n ten t and w r itin g  zero . These t re n d s , 
to g e th e r  w ith  t h e i r  in flu en ce  on th e  ways in  which p lace  i s  c re a te d , and 
th e  e x te n t to  which i t  i s  t r e a te d  in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  form i  key elem ent ir, 
th e  d i s s e r ta t io n .  In  p re se n tin g  l i t e r a r y  p o r tra y a ls  o f Johannesburg 's 
in n e r  c i t y  slum yards, her Sophiatown, A lexandra and Soweto, p rose and 
p o e try  i s  used tc  draw a t te n t io n  to  th e i r  p h y s ic a l f a b r ic ,  th e  l i f e s ty le s  
and a c t i v i t i e s  th ey  supported and me im p o rtan tly , th e  senses o f p lace  or 
p lace le s sn e s s  rh ic h  they  gave to  t h e i r  occupan ts. The l a t t e r  e x p e r ie n tia l  
dim ension o f  th e  townships c o n tra s ts  most v iv id ly  w ith  t h e i r  'o b je c t iv e 1 
docum entation. Follow ing in d iv id u a l exam ination o f l i t e r a tu r e  on each 
tow nship; re c u rr in g  themes and to p ic s  a re  d iscu ssed  by way o f conclusion .
PR E FA C E
The w orld  o f  th e  common people has re c e n tly  begun to  a t t r a c t  th e  
sc h o la r ly  gaze o f  South A frican re se a rc h e rs . One may t r a c e  a tu rn in g  
p o in t in  th e  h is to ry  o f South A frican  geographical s tu d ie s  to  th e  
momentous b lack  township tro u b le s  o f June 16, 1976 waich h ig h lig h te d  th e  
b ia s  o f th e  former d ecad s 's  re sea rch . T;oin th e  l^SOs, a f a s c in a tio n  w ith 
th e  p rev io u s ly  unexplored lo v i l  b lack  tow nships has blossomed.
I was fo r tu n a te  to  begin my s tu d ie s  a t  th e  u n iv e rs ity  o f  th e  
W itw atersrand a f t e r  th e  events i f  19)6 had been d ig e s te d , and was soon 
exposed to  th e  fre sh  awareness among geographers t>£ urban a rea s  which had 
l i t e r a l l y  been o u t o f s ig h t  and mind. Persona l concern w ith t h i s  new 
found te r r a  in co g n ita  fo r  human geogiaphors coupled w ith  my i n t e r e s t  in  
South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  germ inated th e  follow ing  s tudy  in  l i t e r a r y  
geography. My enthusiasm  was k in d led  two y ears ago when, v i r tu a l ly  
ign o ran t o f  S lack  Soutli A frican  l i t e r a t u r e ,  I  approached P ro fe sso r 
M phahiele, doyen o f A frican  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and requested  a p re lim in a ry  
read in g  l i s t  on u rb a n -re la te d  novels by b lack  au th o rs . W ithin hours he 
had opened a  new and cha lleng ing  w orld to  me and fo r  th is  I  s h a l l  be 
e te ro a J ly  g ra te fu l .  The in te r e s t  was c r y s ta l l i s e d  in  i t s  geographical 
c o n tex t by th e  e a r l i e r  p robings in to  th e  p ro sp ec ts  o f l i t e r a r y  geography 
in  South A frica  by my su p e rv iso r , Gordon P i r ie .
The ta s k  o f fo tm u la tin g , execu ting  and w ritin g  th e  resea rch  rep o rted  
h e re  has been made th a t  ouch e a s ie r  by a number o f acquaintances and 
o rg a n isa tio n s . I  am indebted  to  Gordon P i r ie  who n o t only sparked  and 
nou rished  my i n i t i a l  i n te r e s t  in  th e  s u b je c t ,  but a lso  adm irably advised
and guided me throughout th e  te sa a rc h  p e r io d . His c o n tin u a l encouragement 
was in stru m en ta l in  b r in g in g  th e  work to  com pletion. The members o f th e  
Geography Department have in  many ways, w hether so c ia l  o r academic, added 
t o  th e  p lea su re  o f  p o s t-g rad u a te  re se a rc h  a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  th a  
W itw atersrand. I  mention p a r t ic u la r ly  P ro fe sso r K eith  Beavon, C hris 
Roge.rson and B crnie Moon fo r  t h e i r  v a lu a b le  advice during  t  ib u len t 
moments. Hike P ro c to r  must take  c r e d i t  f o r  th e  f in a l  p r in te d  form o f  th e  
d is s e r ta t io n .  W ithout h is  u n fa i l in g  a s s is ta n c e ,  th e  b a t t l e  w a 'h  th«  w .d  
p ro cesso r uonld  long s in c e  have been l o s t .  G ra te fu l thanks go to  my 
mother who k in d ly  typed  th e  i n i t i a l  d r a f t  c f  th e  d is s e r ta t io n ,  and to  
C h ris  Rogerson who a s s is te d  in  p ro o fread in g  th e  f i n a l  copy. A sp e c ia l  
no te  o f  a p p re c ia tio n  i s  owed to  P ro fe s so r  Tin Couzens and P ro fe sso r 
Charles van Onselen f c r  t h e i r  v a lu ab le  comments on my re se a rc h  p roposal. 
Some o f th e  f in d in g s  o f  th e  d is s e r ta t io n  were p resen ted  a t  th e  A ssoc ia tion  
of American Geographers Conference h e ld  in  Washington B.C. in  A pril 1984. 
W ithout genexoua funding  obta ined  from cha Senior Bursary Committee, th e  
op p o rtu n ity  fo r  me to  a tte n d  t h i s  m eeting would n o t have been affo rd ed . 
F in a l ly ,  t o  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f th e  W itw atersrand and th e  Human Sciences 
Research C ouncil whose f in a n c ia l  a s s is ta n c e  was im pera tive  during  th i s  
s t t t f y ,  I  ex tend  my s in c e re s t  thanks.
In  th o  course  o f  p re p a rin g  th i s  d i s s e r ta t io n  fo r  p re se n ta tio n ,  awkw-rd 
s t y l i s t i c  problem s, p a r t ic u la r ly  concern ing  re fe re n c in g , had to  be 
con fron ted . Where p o s s ib le ,  I  have adhered to  th e  Harvard s ty le ,  w ith  
ex cep tio n  in  th e  trea tm en t o f  p o e try . W ithin th e  te x t  poems a r e  r e fe r re d  
to  by  e h e lr  au th o r, follow ed by t i t l e ,  d a te  o f c o l le c t io n  o r  jo u rn a l,  and 
page number. In  cases where poems a re  p a r t  o f a c o l le c t io n ,  t h e i r  
in d iv id u a l t i t l e s  do n o t re -ap p aar in  th e  re fe ren ce  l i s t .  Those poems 
appearing  in  Jo u rn a ls  a re  re fe ren ced  again  by t i t l e  a t  th e  end of th e
d is s e r ta t io n .  Another d e v ia tio n  from th e  conventional re fe ren c in g  
techn ique concerns th e  use o f  v arious e d itio n s  o f  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s . In  many 
in s tan ces  e a r ly  e d itio n s  o f  novels o r au tob iog raph ies were e i th e r  o u t o f 
p r in t  o r  u n av a ilab le . Whereas th e  d a te s  c i te d  i n  th e  te x t  a re  th o se  of 
th e  o r ig in a l  p u b lic a tio n  o f  th e  works, th e  page numbers r e la te  t o  more 
re c e n t and a v a ila b le  e d i t io n s ,  tho p u b lic a tio n  d a te s  o f which are  
i l l u s t r a t e d  in  b racketed  form in  th e  f i n a l  re fe re n c e  l i s t .  The sm all 
p r in t  jo u rn a ls  o f l im ite d  c ir c u la t io n  have a lso  hampered smooth 
re fe re n c in g  procedures. The C la ssic  jo u rn a l,  f o r  example, has rep ea ted ly  
faded and been rebo rn  com plete w ith  somewhat confusing  volume numbers, 
p a g in a tio n  and even -’t i e s .  A d d itio n a lly , .In th e  documentation o f th e  
h is to ry  o f  South A frica ., l i t e r a t u r e ,  c e r ta in  book t i t l e s  were mentioned 
only  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  p ro g re ssio n  o f th e  l i  e r a tu re ,  i t s  dominant n a tu re  
and themes through t i n e .  Unlen-i th e se  work, a re  c i te d  o r  used in  th e  
l i t e r a r y  geography a n a ly s is  o f  S -u th  A frican  b lac . townsihipc, they  a re  not 
inc luded  in  th e  re fe re n c e s .
A f in a l  word i s  due regard ing  th e  unusual syntax  o f c e r ta in  c i te d  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  e sp e c ia l ly  th a t  composed by b lack  au tho rs  and p o u ts . In  th e  
te x t  c o n s id e ra tio n  i s  given  to  d epartu res  from s ty le  f a m ilia r  t o  those 
schooled in  th e  'K in g 's  E n g l is h '.  S u ff ic e  to  remark here  th a t  c i ta t io n s  
have been checked assid u o u sly  a g a in s t th e  o r ig in a l ,
C H A PT E R  O NE
IN T R O D U C T IO N
The idea  o f geography as an a r t  (M einig, 1963), as a su b je c t w ith  a 
' s o u l ' (Wreford Watson, 1983) i s  p re se n tly  being  a s s o / r d  w ith  new 
conv ic tio n  and d e te rm ina tion . Concerned to  rev iv e  t h e i r  d is c ip l in e  a f te r  
th e  she llshock  o f a th e o r e t ic a l  a:id q u a n t i ta t iv e  rev o lu tio n , a  m itoer o f 
i n f lu e n t ia l  human geographers have openly re je c te d  th e  r i g id ,  i f  
m athem atically  e le g a n t, s c i e n t i f i c  procedures adopted in  th e  q u e s t to  
ea rn  geography a p la c e  among th e  p re s t ig io u s  n a tu ra l  s c ie n c e s , Several 
geographers tu rned  from a fan a tic ism  w ith  h y p o th e s is - te s tin g , th eo ry - and 
law -fo rm ula tion , parad igm -trad ing  and m odel-design (Smith, 1979) to  
ensconce geography in  th e  a r t s . Among th e  growing number o f 
p r a c t i t io n e r s ,  th e  o b je c t iv i ty  and r ig o u r  o f p o s i t i v i s t  re sea rch  i s  being  
rep laced  by unconcealed s u b je c t iv i ty ;  by r e f le c t iv e  and unashamedly 
em otional w rit in g .
A lb e it new to  some, th e  search  fo r  " r e a l  geography, w ith  f i r e  in  i t ” 
(Wreford Watson, 1983, p . 391) i s  n o t a phenomenon only o f th e  p a s t 
f i f t e e n  y e a rs . Not a l l  human geographers embraced th e  s c i e n t i f i c  
methodology o f th e  1960s. The p a s t decade has n ev e rth e le ss  shown a 
s ig n i f ic a n t  re a p p ra isa l  o f  p o s i t i v i s t  approaches. O b je c tiv ity  and 
em piricism  have been deemed n o t only unnecessary  on occasion , but a lso  as 
o b s ta c le s  t o  th e  study o f  people and t h e i r  environments (King, 1976; Tuan, 
1976; Relph, 1977; Smith, 1979). The c a l l  i s  s tren g th en in g  fo r  
a p p lic a tio n  o f  n o u -p o s i t iv is t  modes o f  exp lana tion  in  th e  name o f a
hum anistic  geography more s u ite d  t o  a n a ly s is  o f th e  ta p e s try  o f  so c ie ty ,  
i t s  u tr a in s  and co n tra d ic tio n s .
There a re  a v a r ie ty  o f  hum anistic  approaches w ith in  th e  s o c ia l  sc iences  
which a s s e r t  th e  p rin u ry  im portance o f peop le , t h e i r  b e l i e f s ,  p re fe ren ces 
and experience o f  s o c ia l  and b u i l t  env iio^Jien ts. They have as common goal 
exam ination o f  th e  s u b je c t iv i ty  o f  both observer and observed (Johnston, 
1983). Of th e se  p e rsp e c tiv e s , th re e  have been id e n t i f ie d  as p a r t ic u la r ly  
re le v a n t  to  human geography. They a re  id ea lism  (CueIke, 1974; 1976; 1977; 
1981; 1982), phenomenology (Ralph, 1970; 1977; 1981; Tuan, 1971; 1976; 
1979a; 1979b; B uttim er, 1976) and e x is te n t ia l is m  (Samuels, 1978; 1981).
To id e a l i s t s ,  phenom enologists and e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s ,  geographical 
knowledge e x is ts  only in  a p e rso n 's  experience o f  th e  w orld , and can be 
ap p rec ia ted  s o le ly  by s e n s i t iv e  a n a ly s is  o f  th a t  experience . On th i s  
d e f in i t io n ,  a hum anistic  geography i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  one which s tu d ie s  
d iv e r s i ty ,  s u b t le ty ,  am biguity  and meaning in  a world shaped by s e n tie n t 
b e in g s . Some hum anistic  geographers advocate th e  adoption  o f an i d e a l i s t ,  
phenomenological o r e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  approach to  s e le c te d  su b je c t m a tte r. 
P o ss ib ly  more common, however, i s  th e  argument fo r  a gen e ra l s u b je c t iv i s t  
o r ie n ta t io n  w ithou t re fe re n c e  to  a s p e c if ic  philosophy (Johnston , 1983). 
In  th e  l a t t e r  case  hum anists search  fo r  a more comprehensive understanding  
o f  l iv e d  experience through such o-.-.tues as th e  o r a l  in te rv iew  and 
c re a t iv e  l i t e r a tu r e .
One consequence o f  th e  e c le c t ic  appr achas id e n t i f ie d  above i s  th e  
absence o f  an e x p l ic i t  hum anistic  t r a d i t io n  in  geography. Proponents urge 
development o f  a new focus which r e l a t e s  th e  co a .ep ts  o f humanism to  th e  
d i s t i n c t iv e  p e rsp e c tiv e s  o f  geography "so th a t  th e  product r e a l ly  is
'h u m an is tic  geography'"  and n o t sim ply some vaguely hum anistic  approaches 
fo rc e d  onto  th e  s t a tu s  quo (Ralph, 1981, p , 135). B esides n o tin g  lack  o f 
a firm  t r a d i t io n  in  hum anistic  geography, c r i t i c s  have condemned i t s  
emphasis on th e  unique a t  th e  expense o f g e n e ra lis a tio n  and v e r i f ic a t io n ,  
i t s  lack  o f  c l a r i t y  and i t s  so c ia l  and environm ental i r re le v a n c e  (Pocock, 
1983).
From th e  above i t  i s  p la in  th a t th e re  i s  emerging a h e s i ta n t ,  
fragm ented and p e r ip h e ra l f i e ld  of geographic enquiry  s tru g g lin g  fo r 
academic r e s p e c ta b i l i ty  and d e f in i t io n a l  c l a r i t y .  The most sound and 
u n ify in g  s t - -  7gth o f contemporary hum anistic  geography l i e s  in  th e  
p a s s io n a te  co nv ic tion  th a t  " , . .  th e  sou l o f  geography i s  tb a  geography of 
th e  so u l"  and th a t  ’’dreams and am b iti^ ts , fe e lin g s  and b e l ie f s  . . . "  a re  
th e  measure which shapa th e  map o '  jog ranh ies o t  she world (Vreford
W atson, 1983, p . 391).
Whatever th e  methodology o r philosophy adopted, one o f  th e  major 
concerns o f any hum anistic  geography i s  th e  su b t le ty  and meaning of 
environm ental e x o e 'ien ce . S tru c tu red  in te rv iew s , o r a l  h i s to r ie s  and 
c r e a t iv e  l i t e r ;  a p rov ide  some p e rso n a l accounts o f t h i s  experience. 
Once in te rp re ts .  they  may o f f e r  in s ig h t  in to  th e  symbolism and 
co n no ta tions o f  p la c e . In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  such h tn san iitic  geography has been 
re sp o n s ib le  fo r th e  dawning o f  a s u b -d is c ip lin e  known a s  l i t e r a r y  
geography which provides th e  framework, fo r  tv ’• research  p resen ted  here .
The su b jec t o f th e  d i s s e r ta t io n  i s  sv . T O in s t th e  background ju s t  
ske tched  o f p a r t i a l  e x p lo ra tio n s  and ii  -. M o ffe re d  by p o s i t i v i s t  
re se a rc h  and o f a g a th e rin g  in t e r e s t  • ...';an istie  geography. The
d is s e r ta t io n  i s  a lso  a  response t o  gaps 1 ■ ..edge concerning phy sica l
co n d itio n s , d a i ly  a c t i v i t i e s  and p e rso n a l experiences in  what a re  o f te n  
re f e r r e d  to  as b lack  tow nships in  urban South A frica .
B ela ted  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  M ack urban  r e s id e n t i - l  landscape o f  South 
A frica  has spawned an in c rea s in g  volume o f resea rch  in  th e  name o f 
d e -m y stif ied , de-w hitened and d e -co lo n ised  lo c a l urban geography (see  fo r 
i ample, Beavon and Rogorson, 1981; Crush, Reitsma and Rogerson, 1582). 
Such re sea rch  h%d been conducted w ith in  a p o s iv iv is t  fraaevo rk  u sin g  as 
sources o f  in fo rm ation , censuses , ad hoc su rveys, commission re p o r ts  and 
news documents. The in fo rm ation  d eriv ed  from th ese  sources i s  u s e f u l , but 
p a r t i a l ,  f a i l i n g  as i t  does to  convey co g n itiv e  elem ents o f th e  tow nships. 
In form ation  i s  so r ted  in to  conven tiona l ca te g o rie s  and no th in g  i s  known 
about th e  p erso n a l experience o f  l iv in g  in  tow nships, a t t i t u d e s  to  
townships and human r e l a t io n s  i r  tow nsh ips .
The p r in c ip a l  o b je c t o f th e  re se a rc h  rep o rted  hero i s  t o  in v e s t ig a te  
th e  trea tm en t o f b lack  urbanism  in  some E ng lish  language l i t e r a t u r e ,  and 
w ith in  th a t  compass, t o  d is c e rn  what l i t e r a t u r e  d iv u lg es  about th ti meaning 
o f  b lack  urban p la c e s . S ubsid ia ry  t o  t h i s ,  i t  i s  hoped to  determ ine th e  
v a lu e  o f South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  as a n o n -p o s itiv iir ;  in fo rm ation  source 
about townships and to  examine in d u c tiv e ly  th e  problems and p ro sp ec ts  o f 
l i t e r a r y  geography as th ey  become apparen t from se v e ra l lo c a l c a se s . To 
thea  \ ends, th e  study commences w ith  a review  o f th e  l i t e r a r y  geographic  
f i e ld  (ch a p te r  two). Emphasis ia  upon th e  n o tio n  o f p lace  and th e  r o le  i t  
p lay s  in  hum anistic  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f l i t e r a t u r e .  C hapter th re e  p re sen ts  
a d e ta i le d  account o f  th e  s o c ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  c u l tu r a l ,  h i s to r i c a l  end 
economic co n d itio n s surrounding  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e .  The im portance 
o f t h i s  con tex tu a l in fo rm ation  in  understand ing  township l i t e r a t u r e  is  
sp e l le d  o u t.  S pec ia l a t te n t io n  i s  accorded th e  theme o f urbanism in  South
A fricaii w rit in g  w ith  most c o n s id e ra tio n  being given  th e  au tho rs and poe ts 
whose work i s  ' ’tawn upon in  a s u b s ta n tw e  manner in  th e  succeeding 
c h a p te r .
R esearch in to  th e  trea tm en t o f townships in  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  
involved  read ing  ana p lac in g  in to  h i s t o r i c a l ,  so c io lo g ic a l and 
id eo lo g ica l co n ce rt se v e ra l u rb a n -o rien ted  works. The w ritin g s  o f a wide 
range o f lo c a l  w r i te r s  re p re se n tin g  a v a r ie ty  o f race  and c la s s  
backgrounds were drawn upon. L ite ra ry  source.- tapped  inc luded  th e  novel, 
autobiography, and poems pub lished  in  popu lar m ag.iaines, jo u rn a ls , 
pub lished  te x ts ,  e d ite d  c o l le c t io n s  and an th o lo g ie s . The w ritin g s  a te  
co ncen tra ted  be*, een th e  la te-1920s and p re se n t day.
In  th e  process o f read in g  tow nsh ip -o rien ted  l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  became 
a p paren t th a t  th e  w ritin g  focuses s e le c t iv e ly  upon only a handfu l o f b lack  
tow nships. There a r e ,  indeed, many townships about which no th ing  has been 
w r i t te n  in  o l i t e r a r y  v e in . O ther p laces  rece iv e  l i t t l e  more than 
m ention in  s c a t te r e d  w r itin g s .  From th e  e a r l i e s t  days o f  b lack  
u rb a n -re la te d  w r itin g , emphasis has been upon Johannesburg 's townships 
in c lu d in g  th<i r a c i a l l y  mixed in n e r c i t y  suburbs o f D oom fontein and 
Vrededorp, thu  freeh o ld  townships o f  Sophiutown and Alexandra and th e  more 
r ig id ly  c o n tro lle d , spraw ling  township o f  Soweto. By v i r tu e  o f  th e  la rg e  
velujsa o f l i t e r a t u r e  they have g enera ted , i t  seemed se n s ib le  to  confine 
th e  d i s s e r ta t io n  to  an in -d ep th  a n a ly s is  o f j u s t  th e se  a re a s . This is  n o t 
to  n u l l i f y  th e  im portance o f w r it in g s  about o th e r  South A frican  townships 
such as M arabastad, one o f  P r e to r ia 's  e r a tv h i le  lo c a tio n s  and D i s t r i c t  
S ix , once famous and infamous suburb o f Cape Town in h ab ited  la rg e ly  by 
'c o lo u re d 1 people.
Johannesburg1s townships and t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  in te rp re ta t io n  a re  
examined in d iv id u a lly  and h i s to r i c a l l y  in  th e  fo u rth  chap te r. Although no 
s t r a i t j a c k e te d  procedure c." an a ly s is  i s  fo llow ed, an attem pt i s  made in  
each case  t o  uncover d e s c r ip t iv e  in fo rm ation  re v e a lin g  th e  phy sica l 
a t t r ib u te s  o f  tow nships, th e  l i f e s t y l e s  th ey  su p p o rt and th e  experience o f 
them. As in d ic a te d , d isco v e rin g  th e  s e n se , symbolism and meaning o f  p lace  
engendered by townships i s  a c e n tr a l  ta sk  o f t h i s  p ro je c t .  In  th e  f i n a l  
s e c tio n  o f th e  fo u rth  ch ap te r re c u r re n t themes in  township w ritin g  a ra  
id e n t i f ie d  and d iscu ssed . Issu es  concern ing  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between 
township l i t e r a tu r e  and i t s  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  background, e ra , 
ideo logy , mode o f e x p re ssio n , cen so rsh ip , in tended  audionce and 
in d iv id u a l experience  a re  brough t t o  th e  fo re .  M atters r e la t in g  to  th e  
s u b je c t iv i ty  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  f a c t  v e rsu s  f i c t i o n ,  th e  re p re se n ta tiv e n e ss  
o f in d iv id u a l experience as expres id  in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and th e  m aster o f 
in co n s is te n c ie s  and c o n tra d ic tio n s  a re  a i re d ,  In  conc lusion , th e  m erits 
and d e -m erits  o f l i t e r a r y  geography a re  a ssessed .
C H A PT E R  TWO
T H E  ST U D Y  O F PL A CE  AND L IT E R A R Y  G EOG R APH Y  
T h e  S t u d y  o f  P laco
"Of a l l  th in g s th a t  a re  . . .  th e  g re a te s t  i s  p la c e , fo r  i t  holds a l l  
th in g s"  (H ia le s , c i te d  by ia o rc iu s ,  1853 t r a n s la t io n .  The L iv e s  and 
O pinions o f  Famous P h ilo sophers , 1, p . 35)
Hum anistic geographers have a s se r te d  f i s t  t h e i r  d i s c ip l in e  should be 
d ir e c te d  towards understanding  environm ental percep tio n  and experience 
w ith  sp u c if ic  re fe ren ce  to  th e  s tudy  o f  p laces  (Tuan, 1975; 1976). In 
This re sp e c t th e  p e rsp e c tiv e  has been su ccess fu l in  recovering  
p e rso n -o rien ted  n o tio n s o f  p lace  from th e  a b s tr a c t  geom etries of th e  once 
popu lar lo c a tio n a l a n a ly s is :  "mere space" i s  t r a n s la te d  in to  an
" in te n se ly  human space" (Tuan, 1976, p . 269). Proponents o f  hum anistic 
geography acknowledge th e  in te r e s t  in  p la c e  as a w e ll-e s ta b lish e d  
t r a d i t i o n  in  human geography. They p o in t n ev e rth e le ss  to  th e  meagre 
understanding  geographers have o f  th e  concept (Tuan, 1974; 1976; Relph, 
1976; B uttim er, 1980; Godkin, 1980; Seamon, 1980). Concern amongst 
hum anistic  geographers i s  w ith  th e  sense o£- place-, w ith  an in d iv id u a l’s 
s u b je c tiv e ,  p e rso n a lised  s e n s i t iv i ty  to  p a r t ic u la r  environm ents. 
A ppreciation  ia  shown th e  moaning which s p e c if ic  p laces ho ld  fo r  both 
r e s id e n ts  and o u ts id e rs .  T his 'q u a l i t y ' o f p la c e  (W alter, 1980) i s  shaped 
by senso ry  p e rc e p tio n s , moral judgem ents, p a ss io n s , f e e l in g s ,  id e a s : "A 
p ie c e  i s  seen , heard , sm elled , imagined, loved , h a ted , fea red , revered , 
enjoyed . . . "  (W alter, I960, p . 173). Awareness o f p la c e  is  n e ith e r  
ab so lu te  no r u n iv e rs a lly  shared :
Every p la c e  has a sp e c ia l  c h a ra c te r  f o r  i t s  r e s id e n ts ,  i t s  v i s i t e r s ,  
and th o se  who 'know' i t  on ly  as second hand. Bach p lace  has a 
p e rs o n a l i ty  o f i t s  own, b u ried  perhaps beneath  p re ju d ic e  and 
emotion, d e riv ed  n o t j u s t  from b u ild in g s ,  b u t a lso  from co n tou rs , 
s t r e e t  p a t te r n s ,  dreams, c o lo u r, sm e lls , n o ise s  . . .  In d iv id u a l 
c i t i e s  c re a te  vary ing  senses o i  p l r c e .  The same environment i s  n o t 
n e c e s s a r ily  experienced  in  th e  saae  way by d if f e r e n t  in d iv id u a ls  
. . .  o r  by d i f f e r e n t  groups (E lio t H urst, 1975, p . 41).
This in d iv id u a l i ty  o f  p lace  i s  ev iden t in  th e  hum anistic p e rsp e c tiv e  
which proclaim s th a t  p lace  i s  huatae ex perience . P laces a re  made and 
id e n t i f ie d  by p eop le ; in te rp e rso n a l r e la t io n s h ip s  p lay  a c e n tr a l  to l a  in  
t h e i r  making and meaning. As such people  a re  p lace  and p la c e  i s  people  
(Pocock, 1979, p . 342); "when wo ta lk  about p la c e s ,  we a re  ta lk in g  about 
l i f e "  (B riggs, 1968, p .  96).
L i t e r a r y  G e o g r a p h y
Humanist in sp ire d  l i t e r a r y  geography o f fe rs  one avenue o f enqu iry  in to  
th e  stu d y  o f  p la c e  ( C r i s t ,  1962; Lloyd, 1976; Seamen, 1976; Jean s , 1979; 
Pocock, 1979; 1981b; 1981c; Tuan, 1978; 1983; Hudson, 1981; Qlwig, 1981; 
M einig, 1983; W reford Watson, 1983). I t  i s  la rg e ly  a response t o  th e  
supposedly o b je c tiv e ,  o f te n  ab s tru se  s c i e n t i f i c  procedures employed in  
p o s i t i v i s t  re se a rc h . L ite ra ry  geography may use th e  s u b je c t iv i ty  o f 
n o v e l is t ,  p o e t, au teb iog rapher and d ra m a tis t e i th e r  to  complement and 
extend o r  to  ch a llenge  and c o r re c t th e  em piricism  o f th e  q u a n t i ta t iv e ly  
o rie n te d  o bserver.
The s t r e s s  p laced  by p o s i t i v i s t  geography on a b s tra c tio n  over th e  p a s t  
two decades reduced th e  world t o  "an  empty s h e l l  where people  (were) 
s tra n g e ly  absen t” (Jones, 1962, p .  9 ) .  Down th e  y ears s e v e ra l sch o la rs  
p leaded  fo r  hum anising geography; making human geography more humane. A 
fa v o u r ite  c i t a t i o n  i s  H ag e rs ttan d 's  (1970, p . 7) "  what about peop le  in
v e g im a l  sc ie n c e ? " . Speaking s p e c if ic a U v  o f th e  values o f  l i t e r a r y  
geography Wreford Watson (1983, p . 391) rem arks: " th e  po e ts  pu t th e
people  back in " .
R eacting  to  such s t im u li ,  th e  engagement o f geographers w ith  
l i t e r a tu r e  has n o t been uniform . At th e  most innocuous le v e l ,  l i t e r a r y  
c i ta t io n s  a re  s e le c te d  on th e  b a s is  o f t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to  d e sc rib e  and 
inform  in  a p a r t ic u la r ly  e v o ca tiv e , e n te r ta in in g  and/or anecdotal 
fa sh io n . Sr.uh l i t e r a r y  geography co lours and r e v i ta l i s e s  " th e  drab and 
l i f e l e s s  body o f  reg io n a l geography" (M einig, 1983, p .  316), and may throw 
l i g h t  on and make problem atic  th e  more mundane a spec ts  o f l i f e  which a re  
taken  fo r  g ran ted . Aa Season (1976, p .  290) observes:
By uncovering and understanding  environm ental experience as o th e r , 
more s e n s i t iv e  in d iv id u a ls  have known i t ,  we, as more ty p ic a l  
p eo p le , may become more aware o f  p a tte rn s  in  ou r own experience th a t  
we had n o t known b e fo re . In  t h i s  way we o u rse lv es  become more 
s e n s i t iv e  to  our own geog raph ica l s i tu a t io n .
For th e se  reasons se v e ra l geographers have advc-atei' « f  c re a t iv e
l i t e r a t u r e  te x ts  in  teach ing  c u l tu r a l  geography i. 4 ; Hoy and
Elbow, 1976; Silverm an, 1977; Lamme, 1977; Wyckoff, 1979; Ov.lter, 1981).
At a more complex le v e l ,  exploration , o f  c re a t iv e  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  
conducted w ith  th e  in te n t io n  o f  u n rav e llin g  th e  d e l ic a te  nuances o f  p lace  
meaning; u n tan g lin g  th e  su b je c t iv e ,  p e rso n a lise d  c o n s tru c tio n  and 
c o n no ta tions o f  lo c a tio n . At i t s  most v a lu ab le  the  l a t t e r  trea tm en t o f 
l i t e r a t u r e  involves resea rch  in to  th e  socio logy  o f th e  te x t .  Under th e se  
circum stances l i t e r a r y  geography has co n tr ib u te d  n o t on ly  to  th e  stu d y  o f  
p la c e , b u t to  p a r t ic u la r ly  s e n s i t iv e ,  p e rcep tiv e  s tu d ie s  o f th e  human 
c o n d itio n  and l i f e  experience.
The con sid e rab le  volume o f c re a t iv e  l i t e r a t u r e  devoted to  th e  
p o re ra y a l o f p la c e  o f f e r s  a v a s t ,  o f te n  untapped source fo r  th e  arden t 
l i t e r a r y  geographer. In  th e  face  o f an abundance o f c r e a t iv e  w ritin g  
which p e n e tra te s  th e  su b je c tiv e  dim ensions o f  environm ental experience, 
th e  h e s i ta t io n  among human geographers t o  pu rsue  l i t e r a r y  enquiry  may seem 
s u rp r is in g ,  One reason  fo r  th e  l im ite d  support accorded th e  
s u b -d is c ip l in e  i s  th e  geographer's  lack  o f  l i*  rary  t r a in in g  and th u s  lack  
o f  confidence in  h is  o r  her a b i l i t y  t o  ana ly se  c re a t iv e  com position fo r 
i t s  g eog raph ica l value (Lonegran and T oth , 1976).
Some geographers, w h ils t  acknowledging t?..at th e  v is io n  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  
geographer i s  u n lik e ly  to  be hampered by th e  d is c ip l in a ry  b l in k e rs  of 
s c i e n t i f i c  method, r e j e c t  w ithou t q u e s tio n  th e  b ia s  o f h ig h ly  p e rso n a l, 
emot.-’.nn-ladcn w r i t in g .  To t h i s  one may coun ter t h a t  th e  ’f a i l i n g ’ o r 
' w eakness'  i s  a c tu a l ly  in v a luab le  eo geography, fo llo w in g  tfreford  Watson 
(1983, p .  391), i t  i s  p o ss ib le  to  i n s i s t  th a t  " . . .  a  poe t caught up in  
p a ss io n  can p o in t  to  is su e s  e s s e n t ia l  f o r  geogxaphy. Geography c a n 't  
a ffo rd  to  miss o u t on paasio a  -  f a r  l e s s  d ism iss  i t .  Geography w ithout 
p a ss io n  i s  about as a l iv e  ay a body v i t l 'o u t  blood". O ther geographers 
have e i t h e r  m erely presumed th a t  l i t e r a t u r e  serves no u se fu l purpose in  
geograph ica l understanding  o r have reg a rd ed  th e  ex e rc is e  as window 
d re s s in g , as n a iv e , uninforood ra id in g ,  ig n o rin g  th e  complex t o t a l i t y  o f 
th e  l i t e r a c y  work f io o  which th e  p ro se  i s  e x tra c te d  and is o la te d  (T h r if t  
197B). Gregory (1981, p .  2) h a rsh ly  condemns
The casu a l ransack ing  o f f i c t i o n a l  w r i t in g  as a  ready means of 
uncovering  th e  most obvious images o f  i n t a n t io n a l i ty  p r is e d  from 
th e  m a te r ia l  s t ru c tu re s  which h e lp  g iv e  them t h e i r  e f f e c t i v i t y ,  and 
d ivo rced  from any se rio u s  reco g n itio n  o f  . . .  th e  socio logy  o f th e  
t e x t  . . .  th e  ex aspera ting  in te r ro g a t io n  o f th e  mundane and 
tra n s p a re n t ly  t r i v i a l  devoid o f  any a ttem p t t o  lo c a te  th e  so c ia l  
a c tio n s  in  w ider sequences o f  so c ia l  rep roduc tion  and 
tran sfo rm a tio n .
Although these points reveal the disadvantages o f a-contextual literary
an a ly s is  (p o ss ib ly  th e  prim e f a i l i n g  o f  l i t e r a r y  geography), they
them selves a re  n o t beyond c r i t ic is m . Words do have on appeal in  t h e i r  own
r ig h t ,  in te n t io n a l i ty  i s  n o t always th a t  obvious, th e  mundane and t r i v i a l
o f te n  escapes n o tic e . Taking c a re  n o t to  u n d e rs ta te  o r  deny th e  i n t r i n s i c
appeal o f  l i t e r a r y  d e s c r ip tio n s ,  t in  s u p e r io r i ty  o f  a l i t e r a r y  geography
more committed to  co n tex tua l in te r p r e ta t io n  cannot be overlooked
(M orrison, J981; S i lk ,  1584). As T h r if t  (1983, p . 12) c l a r i f i e s :
The l i t e r a r y  meaning o f th e  experience o f p lace  and th e  l i t e r a r y  
exp ression  o f  th a t  meaning o f  p la c s  a re  bo th  p a r t  o f  a c u l tu r a l  
c re a tio n  and d e s tru c tio n . They do n o t re s id e  in  th e  t e x t .  They a re  
n o t con tained  in  th e  p ro duc tion  and d is t r ib u t io n  o f th e  work. They 
do n e t  begin o r  end w ith  th e  p a t te rn  and th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  
re a d e rsh ip . They a re  a fu n c tio n  o f  th e se  th in g s  and more. They a re  
a l l  moments in  a h i s to r i c a l l y  cum ulative s p i r a l  o f  s ig n if ic a t io n .
In  t h i s  con tex t l i t e r a tu r e  i s  c le a r ly  ' t h e  m irro r o f l i f e '  (Apfce, 1970), 
an attem pt by people to  understand  and t e l l  th e  t r u t h  about human 
experience (K a li, 1979). I t  r e f le c t s  s o c ia l  change, and th e  s a l i e n t  
fe a tu re s  o f  s o c ia l  p rocesses and s t ru c tu re s  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  human 
geographers. The cha llenge  fo r  l i t e r a r y  geography must be t o  probe, 
c o n te x tu a lls e  and ex p la in  as w e ll as t o  e n te r ta in  th rough  r o l l ic k in g ,  
seamy, le is u re ly ,  d e sp e ra te , g e n tle  p o r tr a y a l  o f  p lace .
Although c o n s is te n t in  t h e i r  o v e ra ll  concern, w ith  p la c e ,  s tu d ie s  in  
l i t e r a r y  geography vary  co nsiderab ly  in  term s o f  th e  d ep th  o f l i t e r a r y  
a n a ly s is ,  th e  nunber o f works and a u th o rs /p o e ts  considered , th e  type  of 
l i t e r a r y  m a te r ia l  s e le c te d ,  th e  themes chosen fo r  d lo cu ssio n  and th e  
e x te n t and c a te g o r is a t io n /s c a le  o f p la c e  examined (fo r  example, reg io n , 
n a tio n ,  c i t y  o r  r u r a l  d i s t r i c t ) .  For th e  purposes o f  t h i s  p re se n ta tio n , 
th e  f i e ld  i s  reviewed in  th re e  s e c tio n s .  Follow ing an account o f th e  
o r ig in s  and e a r ly  development o f  l i t e r a r y  geography, th e  second s e c tio n
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observes contemporary works which dem onstrate th e  u se  o f  c re a t iv e  
l i t e r a t u r e  in  an attem pt to  re c o n s tru c t reg ions and/or c ap tu re  th e  s p i r i t  
and p e r s o n a l i ty  o f lo c a le s . In  th e  second ca tego ry , s tu d ie s  which t e s t i f y  
t o  th e  u se o f  l i t e r a tu r e  in  fu rn ish in g  in s ig h t  in to  th e  meaning and sense 
o f  p lace  a re  p re sen ted . Also w ith in  th i s  category  a re  p ieces  which, 
r a th e r  than  co n cen tra ting  en p la c e ,  use l i t e r a t u r e  as prim ary  evidence in  
g eog raph ica l in te rp re ta t io n  o f p a r t i c u l a r  so c ia l  phenomena, themes and 
problem s. A f in a l  s e c tio n  pays s p e c if ic  a t te n t io n  to  s tu d ie s  in  l i t e r a r y  
geography which examine e x c lu s iv e ly  u rb a n -re la te d  themes.
I n i t i a l  D epartures
The f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  o f w r it in g s  c o n cen tra tin g  on m a te r ia l  o f 
geograph ica l in te r e s t ,  a lb e i t  by a non-geographer, i s  found in  S h a rp 's  
L ite r a r y  Geography pub lish ed  in  1907. Essays focus p r im a rily  on the 
d e s c r ip tio n s  o f  n a tu re  and r u ra l  landscapes in  th e  works o f such  n o v e lis ts  
as S i r  V a lte r  S co tt and Thomas Hardy, The e a r l i e s t  acknowledgement by a 
geographer o f th e  ex is ten ce  in  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  m a te r ia l  o f geographic 
i n t e r e s t  can be traced  to  W eight's  (1924a; 1924b; 1928) a r t i c l e s  pub lished  
in  th e  Geographical Review. In te rp re t in g  th e  works o f Dante and Homer, 
W ig h t draws a t te n t io n  to  th e  r e f le c t io n  in  e a r ly  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  then  
c u r re n t id e a s  and th e o r ie s  concerning such geog raph ica l f e a tu re s  a s  th e  
shape and c o n s titu e n ts  o f  th e  e a r th ,  and l a t i tu d e  and lo n g itu d e  o f  land 
m osses. He p o in ts , f u r th e r ,  to  th e  h igh ly  developed "geograph ical 
i n s t i n c t "  o f  "men o f le t t e r s " ',  a  " fa sc in a tin g "  r e a l i t y  to  which s tu d en ts  
o f  geography (un like  th o se  o f  h is to ry )  had devoted sc a n t re sea rch . 
R esearchers warmed slow ly  to  W right 'a  work. I t  was only in  1948 th a t  
D arby 's p io n ee rin g  'Geography o f  Thomas H ardy 's Wessex* was pub lished . 
W ritt n long before  th e  fo rm a lis a tio n  o f phenomenological and humanist
movements in  human geography. D arby 's paper a ttem pted  rec o n s tru c tio n  o f 
th e  landscape in  Thomas H ardy 's nove ls . Darby con fined  h is  s tudy  to  th e  
D orset a rea  and d iscu ssed  each o f f iv e  reg ions in  te rn s  o f t h e i r  p h y s ica l 
su rround ings, s e ttle m e n t and economy.
L ite ra ry  geography a t t r a c te d  no fu r th e r  adheren ts in  th e  fo llow ing  
decade and only  a handful in  th e  te c h n o c ra tic  e ra  which was th e  1960s. 
A bstinence was undoubtedly a consequence o f  many human geographers having 
d ism issed  d e s c r ip tiv e  reg io n a l geography in  th e  ru sh  to  jo in  th e  ranks 
j o s t l i n g  fo r  s c i e n t i f i c  r e s p e c ta b i l i ty .
Regional Rvcanstcuctian
From th e  mid-1960s and s ig n i f ic a n t ly  post-1972 (when a number o f 
geographers a tte n d in g  th e  annual conference o f th e  In te rn a t io n a l  
G eographical Union agreed to  exp lo re  th e  reg io n a l novel in  teach in g  
reg io n a l geography), a  flood  i f  a r t '  by geographers a ttem p ting  to  
dem onstrate  th e  uses o f c r e a tiv e  l i t e r a t u r e  in  d ep ic tin g  landscape took  up 
where Darby had l e f t  o f f .  V iv id ly  d e s c r ip tiv e  and appa ren tly  f a c tu a l 
in fo rm ation  was e x tra c te d  from th e  re g io n a l n ove l and a p p lied  is, th e  
re c o n s tru c tio n  o f  d i s t r i c t  h i s to r ie s .  In  some in stan ces e x p l ic i t  
a t te n t io n  was pa id  to  th e  manner in  which reg ions were p erce ived  by th e  
c r e a t iv e  w r i te rs  concerned. Such p e rc e p tio n  was u su a lly  exp lained  
fo llow ing  f a i r l y  d e ta i le d  re se a rc h  in to  b io g rap h ica l and au to b iog raph ica l 
accounts o f  th e  au tho rs  whose w ritin g  was under s c ru tin y .  More o f te n  than 
n o t th e  new l i t e r a ry - r e g io n a l  geography concerned i t s e l f  p r im a rily  w ith 
r e s t a t i n g  th e  'p e r s o n a l i ty ’ o f p la c e  cap tu red  by th e  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t .  
C en tra l to  th e se  and indeed most subsequent s tu d ie s  i n  l i t e r a r y  geography 
was th e  conv ic tio n  th a t  c re a t iv e  l i t e r a tu r e  revea led  th e  s p i r i t  o f  p lace
in  a  manner which had '  iv ioualy  eluded th e  geographer. As G ilb e r t  (1960, 
p .  167) a s - e r t s  "R ealii.. • .1 f a i t h f u l ly  shown: i t  i s  n o t l o s t  i n  th e  dim 
t w i l ig h t  o f modern geo&ra, >i c a l  ja rg o n . Tho n o v e lis ts  p a in t a p ic tu r e  o f 
r e a l  e a r th " .
Examples o f  s tu d ie s  in  th e  t r a d i t io n  commence w ith  P a te rso n 's  (1965) 
i n te r p r e ta t io n  o f  Scotland  p resen ted  in  th e  w r itin g s  o f S i r  W alter S c o tt .  
The d e ta i le d  reg io n a l nuances pervading  S c o t t 's  p o e try  and novels a re  
c a re fu l ly  examined. S im ila r s tu d ie s  in c lu d e  d iscu ss io n s  o f re g io n a l 
themes in  th e  w ritin g s  o f  O.K. Lawrence (Spolton , 1970; Simpeon-Kousley 
and P au l, 1984), and exam ination o f th e  p e rs o n a lity  o f  th e  South 
S ta f fo rd s h ire  c o a lf ie ld  a rea  as conveyed in  th e  reg io n a l novels o f  F ran c is  
B re t t  Young (Jay , 1975). The w r itin g s  o f  Young a re  id e n t i f ie d  as a 
v a lu a b le  complementary source to  em p irica l re se a rc h  in  th e  'B lack 
C o u n try ', In  a  s l i g h t ly  d i f f e r e n t  v e in , one geographer e lu c id a te s  th e  
e x te n t to  which a c o n s is te n t image o f  th e  N orthern England reg io n  i s  
p ro je c te d  in  th o  works o f  a  v a r ie ty  o f  B r i t i s h  re g io n a l w r i te r s  (Pecock, 
1979). In d iv id u a l exam ination o f  th o se  fe a tu re s  most in d ic a t iv e  and 
sym bolic o f  th e  North (smoke, land  d isfig u rem en t, encroachment o f 
i n d u s t r ia l  u g lin e ss  in to  th e  E n g lish  c o u n try sid e ) prov ides a b a s is  fo r  
c r e a t in g  a rep resen ta tiv e) Imago o f  th e  re g io n . E qually  committed in  th e  
p reoccupation  w ith  reg io n a l co n s tru c tio n  i s  work which a ttem pts to  
j u s t i f y  th e  a lle g e d ly  f i c t i t i o u s  Yoknapatawpha County d ep ic ted  in  th e  
work o f  W illiam  Faulkner as a r e p re s e n ta tio n  and r e p l ic a  o f r e a l - l i f e  
L a fa y e tte  County, Pennsylvania (Aikon, 1977; 1979). U nlike most l i t e r a r y  
geographers, th e  prime m o tiv a tio n  h e re  i s  n o t to  measure F a u lk n e r 's  work 
as a  document fo r  geography. In s te a d , i n t e r e s t  i s  shown in  how he workec 
w ith  id eas  aad shaped h is  m a te r ia l  s c  as t o  convey a s e t  o f  understandings 
a t  v a rio u s le v e ls  o f  s o p h is t ic a t io n .  A ccordingly, th e  l i t e r a r y
g eograph ica l work on F aulkner has been p ra is e d  as an a ttem pt to  transcend  
u t i l i t a r i a n  assessm ent o f l i t e r a t u r e  by p ass in g  in to  th e  realm  o f l i t e r a r y  
c r i t ic is m  (H eintg, 1963).
In  contemporary re se a rc h , a number o f  geographers have explored  th e  
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o ffe re d  by le s s  conven tiona l sources o f f i c t i o n  fo r  
reg io n a l and p lace  in fo rm ation . Science f i c t i o n  (Elbow and M artinson, 
1980; M artinson, 1980), cS U d ren ’s s to r i e s  (Lloyd, 1974) and mystery 
novels  (Me Manis, 1978; B rooker-G ross, 1981) have come under th e  sc ru tin y  
o f  adventurous l i t e r a r y  geographers. In  most in s ta n c e s , such s tu d ie s  
proceed l i t t l e  beyond ev oca tive  p lace  re c o n s tru c tio n . At b e s t th ey  n ig h t 
s t im u la te  thought about ca te g o rie s  o f  p lace .
L ite r a tu r e  and th e  Sense o f  Place
The d is t in c t io n  between p re se n ta tio n s  o u tlin e d  above and s tu d ie s  
concerned w ith  l i t e r a tu r e  and th e  sense o f  p lace  i s  th e  degree to  which 
re g io n s /p la c e s  a re  in te .-p re ted  i n  term s o f th e  connotations and meaning 
which they  hold." Whereas many l i t e r a r y  geographic s tu d ie s  were and a re  
p r im a r ily  concerned w ith  illu m in a tin g  th e  ta n g ib le  c h a ra c te r i s t ic s  o f  
co n c re te  p la c e s , th e  fo llow ing  pose as c e n tr a l  problem th e  experience  o f 
p la c e .  A nalysis goes beyond rec a p tu r in g  th e  image o r p e rs o n a lity  o f 
lo c a le s  to  uncover and allow  in s ig h t  in to  s p e c i f ic  l i t e r a r y  responses to  
environm ents. Examples o f themes pursued and analysed  inc lude  
" c o n f l ic t in g  emotions between in te n se  a ttachm ent to  p lace  and an 
anguished awareness o f a lie n a t io n "  (R adeliff-U m stead, 1981, p . 1) and 
" e x is te n t ia l  in sideness  and e x is te n t ia l  o u ts id en ess"  (Seamon, 1961, p . 
8 5 ). The t i t l e s  o f a r t i c l e s  a re  a good in d ic a tio n  o f t h i s  more a b s tra c te d  
and them atic  approach. R ather than  'The geography o f Thomas H ardy 's
W essex ', 'The b lack  country o f  F ran c is  B re tt  Young',  'S co tlan d  through th e  
eyes o f  S i r  W alter S c o t t ' anx, "'w n o v e l is t  and th e  n o r th ’ , p u b lic a tio n s  
a llu d e  p la in ly  to  such Issu es  a s  'r o o ts  and ro o tle s s n e s a ' and 'y ea rn in g  
f o r  home*.
The most su b s ta n t ia  i number o f  essays concerned w ith  th e  sense o f  p lace  
a r e  to  be found in  Pocock 's (1981a) e d ite d  c o l le c t io n .  C o n tribu tions 
in c lu d e  an in te rp re ta t io n  o f  n o v e l is t  George Crabbe’s evoca tion  o f  tk e  
S andlings re g io n , S u ffo lk  (P r in c e , 1981). C rabba 's w r itin g  re v e a ls  a 
pow erful a ttachm ent t o  p laca . Em otional experiences a re  o f t« t  p ro je c te d  
in to  landscape symbols, th a t  i% fe a tu re s  and a sp e c ts  o f  th e  landscape a re  
r e f le c t io n s  o f  th e  a n th e r 's  aood, s t a t e  o f  mind o r  b e l ie f s  a t  a p a r t ic u la r  
moment in  tim e . The im p lica tio n s  and s ig n if ic a n c e  o f landscape symbolism 
a re  fu r th e r  examined in  a s tudy  o f  Mary Webb's experience o f  Shropshire  
(P a te rso n  and P a te rso n , 1981). Another essay  dw ells upon th e  trea tm en t o f  
s p e c if ic  n o tio n s o f ro o ts  and ro o tle s sn e s s  in  th e  novels o f  George E l io t  
(M idd let-.-, 1981). A lleg iance  t o  th e  h ' le p la c e  and re lu c ta n c e  to  s e t t l e  
e lsew here i s  exp lained  in  terms o f  th e se  concep ts .
O ther p re se n ta tio n s  in v e s t ig a te  th e  ’ i n s i d e r 's 1 view o f  South C en tra l 
Nebraska a t  th e  tu rn  o f  th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  (Krone, 1979), th e  
i s o la t io n  and p ie ce lea sn ess  experienced  in  R olvaag 's N orth Dakota 
reg io n a l novel GJaats in  th e  Earth  (Lonegran, 1972), th e  trea tm en t o f  
p la c e  in  c$iq l i t e r a t u r e  by W estern U nited S ta te s  reg io n a l w r ite rs  
(Eriaman, I960 ), and S a ra t Cfcafldra’s percep tio n  And sen tim en ta l 
a tta e h a e u s  b is  B engali home reg io n  (Dhuasa, 1976; D u tt, 1981). Of 
p a r t ic u la r  i n t e r e s t ,  by v i r tu e  o f  i t s  r e l ia n c e  on lo c a l  p o e try  ra th e r  than  
th e  n o v e l,  la  an in v e s t ig a t io n  o f th e  ' i n s i d e r ’s '  response t o  Kansas 
(Stump, 1931).
L ite r a r y  Geography o f  th e  C ity
I t  i s  convenient to  s e t  l i t e r a r y  in te rp re ta t io n s  o f urbanism a p a rt  from 
o th e r  l i t e r a r y  geographical s tu d ie s  fo r  frfo reasons. F i r s t ,  much work has 
been undertaken  by re sea rch e rs  who a re  n o t geographers. Second, s in c e  th e  
su b je c t o f t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n  i s  th e  urban  b lack  tow nship, th e  re le v a n t 
l i t e r a t u r e  might b e s t  be seen in  th e  con tex t o f s p e c if ic a l ly  
u rb a n -o rien ted  a n a ly se s .
Among th o se  sch o la rs  who have examined urbanism and u rb a n isa tio n  as 
themes in  h i s to r ic a l  and contemporary l i t e r a t u r e ,  p a r t ic u la r  i n te r e s t  has 
been shown in  p o rtra y a l o f th e  c i t y  in  th e  w ritin g s  o f  w idely acclaim ed 
p o e ts  and n o v e l is ts  (see  fo r  example, Dunlop, 1934; S e lfa n t ,  1954; 
B ele igh , 1968; S trange , 1963; W alker, 1969; Apte, 1970; W illiam s, 1970; 
1973; Z e l l i o t t ,  1970; B riggs, 1972; ti ib ia n , 1978; P ik e , 1962). The w ealth  
o f  c r i t i c a l  l i t e r a tu r e  an a lysing  D ickens' am bivalen t, complex, d e ta i le d  
image o f  Lond.n -  a p la c e  combining power, p r s s t ig e ,  beau ty , u g lin e s s  and 
a l l  ty p es o f  humanity -  i s  s t r ik in g  in  t h i s  re sp ec t (Welsh, 1971; Howe, 
1973; Andrews, 1979; Schwartzbseh, 1979).
V iv id  l i t e r a r y  p re se n ta tio n  o f  th e  c i t y  i s  n o t on ly  a phenomenon of 
F i r s t  World l i t e r a tu r e .  The theme o f th e  c i t y ,  i t s  a t t r a c t io n ,  power and 
o f te n  nega tion  o f t r a d i t io n a l  v a lues  i s  a lso  prom inent in  T hird  World 
A frican  l i t e r a tu r e .  The w ritin g s  o f Ekwensi (1954; 1961a; 1961b), Nwapa 
(1971), Achebe (1958; 1960; 1964), Nzekwu (1961; 1962) and Soyinka (1965) 
p o rtra y  th e  c i t y  as a major fo rce  w ith  which th e  c h a ra c te rs  continuously  
s tru g g le .  With a few exception : (most n o tab ly  perhaps th e  work o f Noss 
(1974)) th e  trea tm en t o f th e  c i t y  in  A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  has n ev e rth e le ss  
escaped th e  a t te n t io n  o f both l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  and geographer.
R egarding re se a rc h  by l i t e r a r y  geographers, i t  appears th a t  in  t h e i r  
in te r p r e ta t io n  o f th e  c i t y  through l i t e r a t u r e ,  emphasis i s  upon th e  
c re a t iv e  w r i t e r 's  a b i l i t y  to  rev ea l th e  atm osphere, ambiance and meaning 
o f c i t y  l i f e .  Some have gone so f a r  as to  pronounce th e  s p e c if ic a l ly  
l i t e r a r y  image a f  th e  c i t y  as th e  "b e s t focused image . . .  s e n s i t iv e  to  
both s t r u c tu r a l  design  and th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  d e t a i l ,  id e n t i ty ,  meaning 
. . .  how i t  f e e ls  to  l iv e  in  i t "  (Ramanujan, 1970, p . 224). Although ,ot 
w r itin g  under th e  banner o f l i t e r a r y  geography, one p a r t ic u la r  geographer 
(E l io t  H urst, 1975. p . 40) has i l l u s t r a t e d  and a s se r te d  th e  v a lu e  o f 
l i t e r a t u r e  in  re v e a lin g  o therw ise  hidden c i t y  images. He suggests th a t  
th e  sense  o f p la c e  o ffe re d  by o therw ise  inan im ate " c o lle c tio n s  o f wood, 
b r ic k , s t e e l ,  co n cre te  and a sp h a lt"  ia  bo th  f a c i l i t a t e d  by and experienced  
by c i t y  re s id e n ts .  This n o tion  th a t  people  a r e  a v i t a l  e le r /m t o f p la c e , 
th a t  th ey  'm ake' p la c e ,  emerges stronj$jy in  th e  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  
t e  be exanined.
The l i t e r a r y  c o n tr ib u tio n s  o f c i t y  in h a b ita n ts  who share  t h e i r  
experience o f c i t y  l i f e  by w ritin g  about i t  a re  in v a luab le  to  th e  
geographer. F i r s t l y ,  such w ritin g s  b r in g  o u t th e  more d u lly  exp ressed , 
in se n sa te  and conven tiona l d e sc r ip tio n s  o f  urbanism . Secondly, th ey  
en liv en  and add nuance to  che c i t y  p ic tu r e  and /o r cap tu re  a t t i tu d e s  
towards th e se  p la c e o . L i te r a tu re  may a lso  o f f e r  prim ary evidence c e n tr a l  
to  geographic  in s ig h t .  The l a t t e r  a p p l ic a t io n  i s  w ell i l l u s t r a t e d  in  
V reford W atson's (1979) S o c ia l Geography o f  th e  U nited S ta tu s  (a lthough 
th e  work does n o t u se  l i t e r a tu r e  as th e  prim ary source o f in form ation  and 
cannot be c la s s i f ie d  as an e x e rc ise  in  l i t e r a r y  geography p sr  s e ) .
Most l i t e r a r y  geographic s tu d ie s  o f  th e  c i t y  have focused upon th e  
American c i ty .  The work o f Pa te rson  (1976) and Lloyd (1976; 1981) in
mpmm
p a r t i c u l a r ,  has a ttem pted  to  probe r e s p e c tiv e ly  urban p o e try  and f i c t io n  
in  th e  in te rp re ta t io n  c '  .'.aerican urbanism . Pa te rson  (1976) o u tlin e s  in  
d e t a i l  th e  co n s tan tly  changing a t  .itu d es  towards th e  ra p id ly  developing 
American c i t y  as rev ea led  in  p oe try  o f d if f e r e n t  tim es. P ercep tions o f 
th e  c i t y  which he id e n t i f ie s  in c lu d e  th e  m id -n ine teen th  cen tu ry  view of 
th e  c i t y  as an a l ie n  fo rce  (an encroachment o f  th e  v.rban and man-made upon 
th e  beau ty  o f th e  n a tu r a l ) ; th e  image o f  th e  c i t y  as, a source o f end less 
and v a r ie d  s tim u la tio n ; th e  c i t y  as r e p re s e n ta tiv e  o f gargantuan  f e a ts  o f 
human eng in eerin g ; th e  c i t y  as hero , d e s t in a t io n ,  cha llen g e , and f in a l ly ,  
th e  c i t y  a s  c o n f l ic t ,  s e p a ra tio n  and d e so la tio n  a s so c ia ted  w ith  in creased  
w hite  m ig ra tion  to  th e  suburbs and b lack  g h e tto  occupation  o f th e  c e n tr a l  
c i t y  a re a s .
Lloyd (1976) d iscu sse s  th e  way in  which th e  ch a ra c te rs  po rtray ed  in  te n  
novels d ep ic tin g  l i f e  in  la te -n in e te o n th  cen tu ry  Boston cognise  t h e i r  
environment in. term s o f  id e n t i f ia b le  p la c e s , t h e i r  s p a t ia l  r e la t io n s  and 
th e i r  p erso n a l meaning. In  a  fu r th e r  s tudy  (Lloyd, 1981) he remarks upon 
th e  unique value o f  urban f i c t i o n  in  i t s  a b i l i t y  to  il lu m in a te  aspec’.s  o f 
American m iddle c la s s  suburban l i f e .  Once again examining th e  l i t e r a r y  
works o f se v e ra l Boston r e s id e n ts ,  Lloyd emphasises th e  prominence o f  
re s id e n t ia l  landscapes in  t h e i r  w r i t in g s .  R e s id e n tia l  m o b ility  was found 
to  dominate th e  l iv e s  o f major ch a ra c te rs  in  th e se  no v e ls . Lloyd 
a t t r ib u te s  t h i s  tendency to  p e rcep tio n  o f  th e  r e s id e n t ia l  neighbourhood 
as a  v i t a l  measure o f in d iv id u a l and fam ily w orth. His an a ly s is  b rin g s 
home th e  s o c ia l ly  determ ined meaning a ttach ed  to  v arious r e s id e n t ia l  
components o f th e  c i ty .
Moving from B r i t is h  and North American c i t y  themes, one might mention 
th a t  one geographer draws a t te n t io n  to  th e  trea tm en t o f S t.  P e te rsb u rg  in
n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  Russian l i t e r a tu r e  (Andrews, 1981). Dominant themes 
a re  th o se  o f p lace  and image. S p ec ia l a t te n t io n  i s  o 'I d  to  th e  manner in  
which th e  p h y s ica l r e a l i t y  of th n  c i t y  i s  transcended  in  th e  works o f 
Pushkin, Gogol, Dostoevsky and Bely. T his experience o f th e  Russian c i ty  
i s  p erce ived  to  be m irro red  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  dev ices  o f  image and symbol. 
For example, th e  in h a b ita n ts  o f  B e ly 's  S t.  P e te rsb u rg  a re  po rtray ed  as 
phemtous, thereby  sym bolising t h e i r  hypnosis by a s in i s t e r ,  i l l u s iv e ,  
e th e re a l ,  modem c i ty  in  which "p a sse rs -b y  and ac to rs , in  th e  d a i ly  round 
a re  sim ply marked p a r t ic ip a n ts  in  th e  c o n tin u in g  masquerade o f th e  uxbaa 
c a rn iv a l"  (Andrews, 1981 p . 161). F u rth e r  work d ea lin g  w ith  non-American 
o’- B r i t i s h  c i t i e s  r e f e r s  to  r e f le c t io n s  o f  urban  l i f e  and th e  c i t y  in  
Ind ian  l i t e r a t u r e  (B u tt and Dhussa, 1976; Noble, 1976). In  th e se  s tu d ie s  
focus i s  upon th e  image and meaning o f  some I n ' .an c i t i e s  and various 
m an ife s ta tio n s  o f  u rb an isa tio n  in  th e  indigenous l i t e r a tu r e .
Although th e  South A frican  c i t y ,  cad fo r  t h a t  m a tte r , town, v i l l a g e  and 
reg io n , i s  r e fe r re d  to  generously  i n  lo c a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  t h i s  'backdrop* has 
rece iv ed  sc a n t a t te n t io n  by l i t e r a r y  w r i te r s  and geographers. O ther chan 
a  handfu l o f  e x e rc ise s  lit l i t e r a r y  geography (Butler-Adam, 1981; P i r ie ,  
1982; Steenkamp, 1983; H art and P i r i e ,  1984; T i t le s ta d ,  1984), and th e  odd 
c i t a t i o n  to  em bellish  an a r t i c l e  o r  adorn a ch ap te r (o f  which th e  
'f r o n t i s p ie c e ' iv  D.M. Sm ith 's L iv in g  Uaier ApsrtheJd  (1962) ia  a  good 
exam ple), a r ic h  and unique body w ri t in g  l i e s  la rg e ly  untapped. 
E sp e c ia lly  v i t a l  and in fo rm ative i s  a p r o l i f e r a t in g  body o f  South A frican  
l i tb x a tu re  by  blacks in  which urbanism  fe a tu re s  as a prom inent theme. 
This urbanism  i s  p r im a rily  th a t  o f  b lack  r e s id e n t ia l  a reas  o r tow nships, 
d i s t r i c t s  which have re c e n tly  been magnets o f  in c reas in g  a t t r a c t io n  to  
so c ia l  s c i e n t i s t s .
Whereas t h i s  chap te r has been concerned w ith  th e  underpinnings and 
co n ten t o f th e  l i t e r a r y  geograph ica l approach w ith  p a r t ic u la r  re fe ren ce  
to  B r i ta in  and North America, th e  rem ainder o f th e  d is s e r ta t io n  s h i f t s  to  
th e  s p e c i f ic a l ly  South A frican  in s ta n c e . As mentioned in  th e  review of 
l i t e r a r y  geography, perhaps th e  most meaningful s tu d ie s  in  th e  f i e ld  are  
those which a re  s e n s i t iv e  to  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  so c ia l  cond itions 
surrounding  l i t e r a r y  c re a tio n . A ccordingly, th e  fo llow ing  chap ter 
prov ides a review  o f  th e  making o f  th e  te x ts  r e l ie d  upon in  the 
exam ination o f b lack  .ownships in  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e .
CHAPTER THREE
SOUTH AFRICAN LITERATURE, 1820 -  1983
In  th e  prev ious c h a p te r , a t te n t io n  was drawn to  th e  tendency among 
B r i t i s h  and N orth American l i t e r a r y  geographers t o  overlook  the 
s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  co n d itio n s surrounding th e  c r e a t io n ,  p roduction  and 
re c e p tio n  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  This om ission i s  la rg e ly  exp la ined  by th e  
s p e c if ic  mode o f  l i t e r a r y  an a ly s is  adopted in  W estern n a tio n s . There, 
adherence i s  t o  a E u ro cen tric  p ra c .t ic a l- c r i t iq u e  method which a s s e r ts  the  
value o f  & l i t e r a r y  p ie c e  in  i t s  own r ig h t .  As such , th e  is o la te d  poem o r 
prose passage i s  t r e a te d  w ithout much c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  i t s  
s o c io - p o l i t i c a l  c o n te x ts .
W h ils t th e  p r a c t ic a l - c r i t iq u e  method may o r may n o t be adequate w ith 
re sp e c t t o  W estern-based l i t e r a r y  geograph ies, i t  i s  c e r ta in ly  
in ap p ro p ria te  in  th e  case  o f South A frican  s tu d ie s . South A frican 
l i t e r a tu r e  i s  a"product o f w idely  d if f e r in g  id e o lo g ie s , c la s s e s ,  races  and 
c u l tu r e s .  I t  i s  a lso  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  t i e d  to  th e  c o u n try 's  p e c u lia r  
ap a r th e id  d o c tr in e  which p laces  th e  w elfa re  o f  a suppressed  b lack  m ajo rity  
in  Che hands o f  an e l i t e  w h ite  m in o rity . Seg rega tion  p o lic y  has v i t a l l y  
shaped and in flu en ced  th e  v is itin g , p u b lic a tio n  and d is t r ib u t io n  i f  
indigenous l i t e r a r y  t e x t s .  The unique s i tu a t io n  which a r ls o s  i s  c la r i f i e d  
by an e s ta b lish e d  au th o ress  and c r i t i c ;
. . .  th e re  i s  no country  in  th e  W estern world where th e  d a lly  
enactm ent o f  th e  law r e f l e c t s  p o l i t i c s  a s  in tim a te ly  and b la ta n t ly  
a s  i n  South A fr ic a . There i s  no country  i r  th e  W estern world where 
th e  c re a t iv e  im ag ina tion , whatever i t  s e izu s  upon, fin d s  th e  focus 
o f  even th e  most p r iv a te  event s e t  in  th e  o v e ra ll  so c ia l  
de te rm in a tio n  o f  r a c i a l  laws (Gordimer, 1973, p . 132).
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Indeed, ra c ia lism  i s  so p ervasive  an a sp ec t o f South A frican l i f e  th a t  
one au tho r goes so f a r  as to  a s s e r t  " . . .  a w r i te :  in  th a t  land  i s  
un im portan t, •''•re levant and probably a lie n a te d  u n less  he is  p o l i t i c a l .  
Art and p o l i t i c s  in  South A frica  . . .  have become in sep a rab le  . . . "  
(Mzamane, 1978, p . 4 2 ). In  a l i t e r a tu r e  in  which even th e  most day -to -day  
a c t i v i t i e s  a re  fused  w ith  o v e rt p o l i t i c a l  conn o ta tio n s, lo ca l c r i t i c s  
have pleaded fo r  a n a ly t ic a l  techn iques which tak e  cognizance o f bo th  th e  
d is c r e te  te x t  and i t s  s o c ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and h is to r ic a l  background. 
C ontextual an a ly s is  i s  fu r th e r  n e c e s s i ta te d  by Che o ften  v a s tly  d i f f e r in g  
id eo lo g ie s  propounded by A frikaans and E n g lish  w r i te rs  on the one hand, 
and by w hite  and b lack  w r ite r s  on th e  o th e r .
South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e  has been p o rtray ed  m etaphorica lly  as a
scrapyard  where th e  only re la t io n s h ip  between th e  p ieces  i s  t h e : .
geographic o r ig in  (Pinchuk, 1963). U n til re c e n tly  Afrikaans and E ng lish
language w r i te r s  ta c k le d  v a s tly  d i f f e r in g  themes and problem s. E arly
A frikaans w r i te rs  were n o tab ly  le s s  conscious o f  being  in  A frica  than
t h e i r  E ng lish  co u n te rp a r ts  (D eliu s , 1952). As such , problems and ten s io n s
s p e c if ic  to  South A frica  were avoided in  l i t e r a tu r e .  Not on ly  w hite
l i t e r a t u r e ,  b u t a lso  b lack  w il t in g  has been deemed ’one e y e d ',
c o n cen tra tin g  on only one se c tio n  o f th e  r a c ia l  spectrum (Honyana, 1976,
p . 8 ) .  W ith no evidence o f s o c ia l  m o b ility  acro ss  th e  co lou r l in e ,
a ttem pts in  South A frica  to  p re se n t a t o t a l i t y  o f  human experience are
subverted  b e fo re  th ey  roach th e  p r in te d  pages
The b lack  w r i te r  in  South A frica  w r ite s  from '.in s id e ' about th e  
experience o f  th e  b lack  m asses, because th e  co lou r-bas keeps him 
steeped  in  i t s  circum stances, confined  in  a b lack  township and 
ca rry in g  a  pass th a t  reg u la te s  h ia  movements from th e  day he i s  bom  
to  th e  s ta tu s  o f  a p ic c a n ic ' to  th e  day he i s  bu ried  in  a 
seg rega ted  cem etery. The w hite w r i te r ,  o s c e t ic a l ly  quaran tined  in  
h is  t e s t - tu b e  e l i t e  ex is te n c e , io  c u t o f f  by enforced p r iv ile g e  from 
th e  g re a te r  p a r t  o f th e  so c ie ty  in  which he l i v e s • th e  l i f e  o f  th e  
p r o l e t a r i a t ,  th e  n in e teen  m illio n s  whose p o te n t ia l  o f  experience he
does n o t sh a re , from th e  day he i s  bo m  'b a a s ' to  th e  day he i s
b u rie d  in  h i s  seg reg a ted  cemetery (Oordimer, 1975, p . 168).
The c a l l  has been sounded a t  v a rio u s s tag es  in  South A fr ic a 's  . . i te r a ry  
p a s t fo r  a u n if ie d  l i t e r a t u r e  (Plomer, 1957; Oordimer, 1975; Monyana, 
1976; M phahlele, 1980). Recent t re n d s , p a r t ic u la r ly  in  b lack  w r itin g , 
n ev e r th e le ss  appear to  negate  a l l  p rev ious attem pts a t  re c o n c i l ia t io n .  As 
such th e  need to  c o n te x tu a lis e  th e se  ’one eyed ' w rit in g s  i s  th a t  much more 
im p o rtan t.
A fu r th e r  p e c u l ia r i ty  o f  South A frican  w ritin g  i s  th e  censo rsh ip  i t  
fa ces  (Kunene, 1981; du T o i t ,  1983, van d e r  Vyvet, 1983). The pe rv asiv e  
p o l i t i c a l  theme o f most South A frican  w r itin g  i s  la rg e ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  
enforcement o f l i t e r a r y  censo rsh ip  w ith in  th e  coun try . F or th e  b lack  
South A frican  w r i te r ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  th e  mere a c t o f  l i t e r a r y  c re a tio n  i s  
f rau g h t w ith s ta te - ie . 'a s e d  r e s t r i c t i o n s .  South A frican  le g is la t io n  has 
pursued a  p a th  b ea t on c ircum scrib ing  i f  n o t o b l i te r a t in g  b lack  w ritin g  in  
E n g lish . The th re e  p r in c ip a l  measures re sp o n s ib le  fo r  t h i s  ro le  a re  th e  
Bantu Education Act o f 1953, th e  amendment to  th e  Suppression o f  Communism 
Act o f  1966, and th e  P u b lica tio n s  Act o f  1974. E s tab lish ed  w r i te r s  have 
rep ea ted ly  lam basted th e  c r ip p l in g  e f f e c ts  o f  th e  censored im agination 
(Gordimer, 1963a; 1968; H phahlele, 1967; Manganyi, 1979; Sepamla, 1980; 
Nkosi, 1966; 1981; B rink , 1983). C a su a ltie s  o f  censo rsh ip  and th e  
c o u n try 's  l i t e r a r y  scene inc lude  e x ile d  w r i te r s ,  banning, im prisonm ent, 
s tru g g lin g  p u b lish e rs  and an audience s ta rv e d  o f a  com plete, indigenous 
l i t e r a tu r e .
O ccurrences ouch a s  th o se  l i s t e d  above se rv e  t o  support th e  co n ten tion  
th a t  exam ination o f th e  trea tm en t o f b lack  urban tow nships in  South A frica  
must be m indful o f  th e  v a r io u s  p ro cesse s  o p e ra tin g  a t  p a r t ic u la r  s tag es  in
th e  c o u n try 's  p a s t .  Black and w hite l i t e r a tu r e  each m an ifest these  
changing fo rce s  In  s ig n i f ic a n t  and d i f f e r in g  ways. An ex ten siv e  s tudy  of 
changes in  th e  made o f ex p ressio n  ( th a t  i« ,  th e  l i t e r a r y  genre whether 
p ro se  o r  poem), th e  l i t e r a r y  o u t le ts  s e le c te d  ( fo r  example, popular 
m agazines o r r a d ic a l jo u rn a ls )  and t h e i r  re la t io n s h ip  to  th e se  processes 
i s  a ls o  req u ired ,
The fo llow ing  i s  a n a r r a t iv e  account o f th e  development o f  South 
A frican  l i t e r a tu r e .  S ince th e  township theme i s  one tack led
overwhelmingly by b lack  w r i te r s ,  emphasis i s  given  to  b lack  c re a tiv e  
l i t e r a t u r e .  The form ative y ears o f  w hite  w r it in g  re c e iv e  f a i r l y  d e ta i le d  
a t te n t io n  owing to  th e i r  im portance in  e s ta b lis h in g  th e  l ib e r a l  t r a d i t io n  
cu lm ina ting  in  B aton 's  C ry, the  Beloved Country  (1948). Throughout, th e  
accen t i s  upon th o se  w r i te r s  whose works a re  examined and c i te d  in  th e  
f in a l  chap te r.
P re-1820: L iberal W riting
Although w hite s e ttle m e n t in  South A frica  began in  th e  m iddle o f  th e  
sev en teen th  cen tu ry , th e  o r ig in s  o f  lo c a l c re a tiv e  w ritin g  a re  tra c e a b le  
on ly  t o  th e  e a r ly  yea rs  o f th e  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry  (Vigne, 1961; Gerard, 
1975; G ord iaer, 1975). In  most docum entation o f South A frican  l i t e r a r y  
development, Thomas P rin g le  (1789-1834), le ad e r o f a p a r ty  of B r i t is h  
s e t t l e r s ,  i s  id e n t i f ie d  as th e  f i r s t  major c o n tr ib u to r . His w ritin g s  
foreshadowed th e  contemporary South A frican  l ib e r a l  view "o b lique ly  
com forting  to  th e  w hite  conscience, b u t n o n e -th e -lo as  t r u e ,  th a t  any form 
o f  s la v e ry  degrades opp resso r as w ell as oppressed" (Cordimor, 1975, p. 
133). I n te r e s t in g ly ,  P r in g le  pursued th e  theme o f i n t e r - r a c i a l  love , a
dominant su b je c t in  subsequent and contemporary South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e ,  
long b e fo re  m iscey ia tio n  laws deemed i t  s ta tu to r y  crim e (Gordimer, 1975).
A fte r  P r in g le 's  d ep a rtu re  from th e  Gape in  1662, a long c o lo n ia l 
s i le n c e  f e l l .  The l i t e r a r y  vacuum was punc tua ted  only  p a r t i a l l y  by w hite 
m issionary  and s e t t l e r .  Books which were p ub lished  during  th i s  p e rio d  
comprised q u a s i- s c le n t i f1 c  d iscu ss io n s  in  n a r r a t iv e  form o f lo c a l fauna 
and f lo r a  o r  adventure s to r ie s  in v o lv ing  game hun ting . Numbering fewer 
than  tw enty , th e se  works ore d ism issed by one c r i t i c  as c rude, exc lu siv e ly  
d e s c r ip tiv e  and s e n sa tio n a l;  t h e i r  poor q u a l i ty  and sparseness  a t t r ib u te d  
to  s e t t l o r  p reoccupation  w ith  s a fe ty  a t  th e  expense o f i n te l le c tu a l  
nourishm ent (R ive, 1977).
I t  I s  on ly  w ith  th e  appearance o f O live  S c h re in e r 's  The S to ry  o f  an 
A frican  Fara in  1683 th a t  th e  depths o f  im aginative w ritin g  a re  again 
reached . The novel which was s e t  in  th e  South A frican  sem i-d esert o f th e  
Karoo was a response to  th e  then  e x is t in g  s o c io - p o l i t i c a l  co n d itio n  o f 
co lo n ia lism . I t  exposed th e  shallow ness o f  f r o n t i e r  so c ie ty .  S c h re in e r 's  
c la s s ic  was succeeded by th e  works o f " h a lf - fo rg o t te n  v e r s i f i e r s " ,  
" fa r - f lu n g  n o v e l is ts "  and " th e  u su a l d i a r i s t s  and a n a ly s ts"  (Vigne, 1961, 
p . 62) u n tiJ  w e ll in to  th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry .
The 1920s were a landmark in  South A frican  l i t e r a r y  achievement in  more 
ways th an  one, At a  tim e o t th e  f i r s t  entrenchm ent o f r a c i a l  oppression  in  
th e  co u n try , th e  decade w itnessed  f i r s t l y  th e  s t a r t  o f  a f re sh , ro b u s t, 
argum entative, more p o l i t i c a l l y  o rie n te d  l i t e r a t u r e  b ea t observed in  th e  
works o f  W illiam  Floater, Roy Campbell, Laurens van der P ost, Sarah 
G ertrude M illin  and P au line  Smith. Although b lack  urbanism had n o t ye t 
fea tu red  as a theme in  th e se  w r itin g s ,  b r i e f  re fe ren ces  and d e s c r ip t io n .
•jf 'lo c a t io n s ' were to  be found. In  g e n e ra l,  th e se  novels and poems 
r e f le c te d  a new l i t e r a r y  consciousness dominated by re a c tio n  ag a in s t 
ra c ia lism  and co lo n ia lism . Secondly, th e  yea rs  between 1930 and 1932 saw 
th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f two well-known works by e a r ly  b lack  w r i te r s ,  namely, 
Sol P l a a t j e ’a (1930) /(Audi and R olfes Dhlomo'a (1931) An A frican  Tragedy,
To a s s o c ia te  th e  b i r th  o f South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e  w ith  th e  novels of 
Dhlomo and P la a t je  i s ,  however, m islead ing . As c r i t i c s  have shown (Vigne, 
1961; Nkosi, 1967; Couzens, 1974; 1976- P a r r o t t ,  1976; Hofmeyer, 1980; 
B a rn e tt ,  1983), c re a tiv e  w r itin g  by b lacks commenced as e a r ly  as the 
m id -n ine teen th  cen tu ry , and was in d is so lu b ly  lin k ed  w ith  m issionary 
a c t iv i t y .  The P a r is  E vange lica l M ission p re ss  a t  M erija  (Lesotho) and th e  
Church o f S co tland  m ission  s ta t io n  a t  Lovedale (E aste rn  Cape) became the 
c e n tre s  o f  e a r ly  b lack  l i t e r a t u r e ,  i n i t i a l l y  in  th e  vern acu la r and l a t e r  
in  E n g lish . M issions encouraged both th e  p re se rv a tio n  o f fo lk lo re  and th e  
w r itin g  o f  novels w ith  a  r e l ig io u s  and moral background. A ccordingly, th e  
e a r l i e s t  work to  be p ub lished  in  E ng lish  was John Bokwe's N tsika n st The 
S to r y  o f  an A frican  Convert (1914). 9okwe, and most b lack  n o v e l is ts  and 
po e ts  o f  h is  tim e were experienced  jo u r n a l i s t s  and e d i to r s  (u su a lly  of 
new spapers). T his t r a d i t i o n  p e r s is te d  among b lack  w r ite rs  u n t i l  th e  1960s 
and i s  p a r t i a l l y  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  N kosi's  (1965, p . 126) condemnation of 
most b lack  w r itin g  as " jo u r n a l i s t ic  f a c t  parad ing  outrageously  as 
im aginative l i t e r a t u r e . "  Newspapers were th e  prim ary o u t le t s  fo r  
educated b lacks in flu e n c in g  th e  s ty le ,  form  and co n ten t o f t h e i r  
im aginative work. P refe rence  was shown fo r  th e  essay  and sh o rt  s to ry , 
genres which have dominated subsequent l i t e r a r y  endeavour by b lacks. 
Likewise th e  preoccupation  o f  b lack  newspapers w ith  p u b lic  concern and 
s o c ia l  c r i t iq u e  considerab ly  in flu en ced  th e  work o f e a r ly  block  c r e a tiv e  
w r i te r s  (Couzens, 1974). Indeed, th e  i i la tio n sh ip  between jou rna lism  and
l i t e r a tu r e  befo re  1950 (and e sp e c ia l ly  d u rin g  th e  Drum p e rio d  o f th e  1950s 
and e a r ly  1960s) i s  an a rea  in  need o f  c lo se  a t te n t io n  and fu r th e r  
resea rch  (Couzens, 1974).
1920-19502 From L iberal to  P ro te s t  W riting
Between 1920 and 1940, th e  su b je c t m a tte r o f much b lack  w ritin g  was th e  
massive s c a le  and e x te n t o f b lack  u rb a n isa tio n  a sso c ia ted  w ith  expansion 
o f mining and l a t e r  in d u s t r ia l  developm ent. Mining emerged as a  major 
p reoccupation  in  th e  work o f  R olfos Dhlomo, V ilik a z i and l a t e r  P e te r  
Abrahams. C onditions under which b lacks l iv e d ,  worked and su ffe re d  on th e  
mines and in  th e  sw ellin g  inner c i t y  s lw .s  and overcrowded lo c a tio n s  were 
recorded  alongside  ob se rv a tio n s o f  crim e, a lcoholism , p r o s t i tu t io n  and 
p o lic e  b r u t a l i t y  ( P a r ro t t ,  1976). A lthough th i s  p e rio d  w itnessed  th e  
emergence o f  a working c la s s  c u l tu re  known as 'm a rab i1, i t  remained 
unpublished u n t i l  th e  1970s. The th r iv in g  c u ltu re  fash ioned  around 
vigorous ’m arabi' muQic and th e  i l l e g a l  d rin k in g  dens, 's h e b e e n s ',  
o ffe re d  th e  on ly  form o f  r e c re a tio n  a v a i la b le  to  th e  p o v e rty -s tr ic k e n  
b lack  working c la s s .  F a ilu re  to  reco rd  th e  p resence and appeal o f working 
c la s s  c u l tu re  du rin g  th e  1920a i s  a t t r ib u te d  to  th e  c la s s  p o s itio n  o f th e  
prom inent b lack  w r i te rs  d u ring  th e  p e r io d . They were p e tty -b o u rg eo is  in  
o r ig in  and an educated m inority  in  a la rg e ly  i l l i t e r a t e  so c ie ty . T h e ir 
w rit in g s  appealed  to  w hite  sym path isers and r e f le c te d  middle c la s s  
a s p ira tio n s  ( P a r ro t t ,  1976). Urbanism was viewed from an e l i t e  
p e rsp ec tiv e  and works wore in fused  w ith C h r is tia n  m orals. The c i t y ,  and 
e sp e c ia l ly  Johannesburg, was acco rd ing ly  judged to  be th e  p ro v e rb ia l den 
o f v ic e  and e v i l  (Hofmeyr, 1980). R olfes Dhlomo'n (1931, p . 5 ) p o r t r a i t  
a f  Johannesburg i s  th a t  o f  a " r e v o ltin g ,  immoral p la c e " , b e so t by v ic e ,  
p ro s t i tu t io n ,  gambling and crim e. The f i - s t  novel by a b lack  w r i te r  to
d e a l w ith  b lack  urbanism i s  m otivated by a m issionary  in sp ire d  z e a l to  
in s t r u c t  and reform  a b ack s lid in g  g e n e ra tio n . I n te r e s t in g ly ,  Dhlomo's 
approach likened  to  th a t  o f th e  Reverend Kumalo, le ad ing  ch a ra c te r  in  
P a to u 's  (w h ite , l ib e r a l )  C ry, th e  Beloved Country. Only some t h i r t y  
(M phahlele, 1959) and f o r ty - f iv e  (Dikobe, 1973) yea rs  l a t e r  was th e  h a lf  
fo rg o tte n  slumyard c u ltu re  o f  th e  1930s and 1940s rev iv ed  and rev e red  as a 
v i t a l ,  redeeming dimension o f  b lack  urban l i f e .
In  adopting  and in te rn a l is in g  C h ris tia n  and m ission  id e o lo g ie s , b lack  
w r i te rs  o f th e  e a r ly  tw en tie th  cen tury  were encouraged to  c r i t i c i s e  n o t 
on ly  b lack  u rb an isa tio n  and urbanism , b u t a ls o  c e r ta in  asp ec ts  o f 
t r a d i t io n a l  A frican  r. l i e t l e s .  D espite  p re s su re s  t o  r e je c t  t r i b a l  
customs and l i f e s t y l e s ,  a number o f b lack  South A frican  w r i te rs  documented 
th e  h is to ry  and c u ltu re s  o f  t h e i r  re sp e c tiv e  s o c ie t ie s .  P l a a t j e 's  Hhudz 
was s e t  in  th e  con tex t o f b lack  South A frica  between 1820 and 1850. In  
V a lley  o f  a  Thousand B i l l s ,  H erbert Dhlooo a ttem pted  to  rev iv e  th e  
h i s to r i c a l  and legendary fig u re s  o f th e  Zulus, t h e i r  gods and a n c e s tra l  
s p i r i t s  to  r e - c r e a te  th e  p a s t in  o rd e r  to  remove " th e  d e sp a ir  o f  th e  
p re sen t (Couzens, 1971), Thomas Mdfolo t ra c e d  in  Cheka (1925) th e  l i f e  o f 
th e  Zulu le a d e r . The p o e try  o f B enedict V il ik a z i ,  w h ils t  in fluenced  by th e  
E ng lish  ro m an tics , was in fused  w ith  Zulu h e r ita g e  ( P a r ro t t ,  1980).
Although th e  view expounded by th e  m aj.. i t y  o f  South A frican  l i t e r a r y  
c r i t i c s  i s  th a t  b lack  w ritin g  p r io r  to  1951 c o n s is te d  o f  b u t a few 
is o la te d  l i t e r a r y  ev en ts , recen t a rc h iv a l re se a rc h  has illu m in a ted  
v i r tu a l ly  continuous l i t e r a r y  c re a tio n  du ring  th i s  p e r io d . The re c e p tio n  
o f  e a r ly  b lack  w r itin g  by contemporary w r ite r s  i s  am bivalent. Mphahlele 
(1980) acknowledges th e  value o f w ritin g  which moulded a b lack  South 
A frican  l i t e r a tu r e .  Others judge e a r ly  attem pts as a " r ic k e ty  beginn ing",
. . .  im ita tiv e  o f  w r itin g  by w h ites . . .  s t i l t e d  and b an a l. The 
c h ie f  motive behind  i t s  c re a tio n  seemed to  have been to  impress on a 
p a tro n is in g  White re a d e rsh ip  th e  measure o f s o p h is tic a tio n  achieved 
by th e  B lack au thor (H ive, 1952, p . 12).
During th e  1930s end 1940s l i t e r a r y  c o n tr ib u tio n  by w hite  South 
A fricans was once more slowed. The war y ears in h ib ite d  indigenous 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  producing genei. " iaed  em otional accounts o f  and e f le c tio n a  
on th e  Second World War (Gordimer, 1975). Of th e  in novative  w hite  w r ite rs  
to  have emerged in  th e  prev ious decade, bo th  P laner and van der P ost were 
in  e x i le .  Although no fu r th e r  novels appeared fu m  Mofolo o r P la a t je ,  
b lack  w ri t in g  m aintained i t s  fo o th o ld . H erbert Dhlomo produced The G ir l 
Who S i l l e d  to  Save (1936) a id  The V a lley  o£ a Thousand B i l l s  (1940). 
P o e tic  ou tput f lo u r ish e d , i t s  most noi ab le  co n tr ib u to rs  being B enedict 
V ilik a z i and James Jo lo b e . The p e r io d  w itnessed  a lso  th e  r i s e  to  
re c o g n itio n  o f th e  co lou red  po e t and n o v e l i s t ,  P e te r  Abrahams. Abrahams 
began h is  c a re e r  by c o n tr ib u tin g  p ro te s t  p o e try  t o  f be Caps Standard  
between 1938 and 1939. His f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  o f  poems was p ub lished  in  
1940. T h e re a f te r  se v e ra l novels appeared in c lu d in g  S in s  Boy (1946) which 
records co n d itio n s in  th e  p r im a rily  b lack  urban tow nship o f  Malay Camp. 
The work lean s on th e  ' Jim -goes«-o-Jo ro rg ' m o tif  which d ea ls  w ith  b lack 
d em o ra lisa tio n  «md co rru p tio n  by c i t y  l i f e .  His autobiography, T e ll  
freedom, follow ed in  1950. The book documents Abrahams1 experiences in  
th e  m u lt i r a c ia l  a rea  known as Vrededorp.
Follow ing t h e i r  a ccession  to  power in  1948, th e  A frikaner n a t io n a l i s t s  
began to  r ig id i f y ,  cod ify  and implement long entrenched  co lour p re ju d ic e  
as ap a r th e id . I t  was du ring  th i s  fo rm a lis a tio n  o f  ra c ia lism  th a t  a new 
wave o f  South A frican  w r i te r s  emerged g iv in g  exp ression  to  th e  opp ressive  
system under which they  liv e d  and w rote.
The f i r s t  (and p o ss ib le  most in f lu e n t i a l )  novel o f  t h i s  keenly 
s e n s i t iv e  and p e rcep tiv e  genre o f w hite  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  was Alan 
P a to n 's  Cry, cAa Beloved Country. P ub lished  in  1946, th e  work was th e  
f i r s t  attem pt by a w hite  w r i te r  to  d e a l e x p l i c i t l y  w ith  th e  problems o f 
b lack  u rb a n isa tio n  and urbanism. Paton devotes a provoca tive  ch ap te r o f 
h is  novel to  th e  chronic  housing sh o rtag e  confron ting  urban b lacks in  
Johannesburg. The re a d e r  i s  in troduced  to  th e  b lack  slum yards, freeh o ld  
tow nships, s q u a tte r  se ttlem en ts  and lo c a tio n s ,  th e i r  overcrowdedness, 
deviance and b leak  phy sica l appearance. P a to n 's  c o n tro v e rs ia l  work 
suggested  a  C h ris tia n  so lu tio n  to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  problems o f r a c i s t  South 
A frica . A lb e it t t n  focus o f  co n siderab le  c r i t i c i s m ,  th e  impact o f P a to n 's  
nove l, bo th  lo c a l ly  and in te rn a t io n a l ly ,  was s t r ik in g .  F av o ^ '-b le  
c r i t iq u e s  acknowledged i t s  ly r ic a l  beau ty  and power th a t  moved th e  
conscience o f  South A frica  as no prev ious book had done (Gordimer, 1975). 
I t  was a sso rte d  t h a t  w h ils t  th e  novel may n o t have occasioned th e
re s tru c tu r in g  o f th e  coun try , i t  marked th e  beginning  of a ttem pts to
c r i t i c a l l y  reap p ra ise  th e  warped s o c ie ty  w ith  which i t  was concerned. 
Paton  was la b e lle d  as on i n i t i a t o r ,  an innova to r and one o f South 
A f r ic a 's  most s in c e re  c re a t iv e  w r i te rs  (R ive, 1983).
W hilst P a to n 's  courageous p lea  i c r  r a c i a l  j u s t i c e  earned him th e  
re sp e c t o f many b la c k s , th e  lib e ra lism  propounded by th e  novel was o f te n  
r e je c te d .  The l ib e r a l i s e  philosophy was embodied in  th e  n o v e l 's  lead ing  
c h a ra c te r , Stephen Kumalo o f whom a lead in g  b lack  c r i t i c  w rite s :
. . .  we, th e  young, suspected  Chat th e  p r i e s t  was a cunning
ex p ressio n  o f  w hite  l ib e r a l  sen tim en t . . .  Stephen Kumalo: an
embodiment o f a l l  th e  p i e t i e s ,  t r e p id a t io n s ,  and h u m ilit ie s  we th e  
young had begun to  d e sp ise  w ith such a consuming passio n  (Nkosi, 
1965, p . 5 ) .
White l i b  ;ra? South A frican  w r itin g  as ep itom ised  by ea ten  was developed 
by  Harry Bloom, Dan Jacobson, Nadine Gordimer, Daphne Rooke and J a tk  Cope 
in  th e  1950s and decade fo llo w in g . Of th e se  w r i te rs  Jacobson makes 
po in ted  re fe ren ce  to  l i f e  in  an A frican  township n ea r Johannesburg (see  
The Beginners  (1966, p . 195)) w hile  Gordimer (A World  f f  Strangers  (1958), 
and to  a le s s e r  e x ten t in  The Lying  Days (1953)) and Bloom ( in  E pisode, 
(1956)) t r e a t  as c e n tra l theme th e  tow nship, i t s  p h y s ica l s t ru c tu re ,  
atm osphere, and meaning. A World o f  S tra n g e rs  i s ,  moreover, recognised  on 
th e  f i r s t  novel by a w hite  South A frican  in  which th e  b lack  c h a ra c te r  
transcended  th e  s te reo ty p ed  image o f th e  p a ssiv e  b lack  as propounded by 
w hite  l i b e r a l s  (Nakasa, 1975). In  t h e i r  committed a ttem pts  to  s tudy  th e  
e f f e c t s  o f  ra c ia lism  and ap a rth e id  on w hite and b lack  people a l ik e ,  
s o -c a lle d  l i b e r a l  novels were i d e n t i f ie d  as "South A fr ic a 's  l a r g e s t  
c o n tr ib u tio n  to  l i t e r a tu r e "  (Vigne, 1961, p . 95).
For th e  purpose o f avoid ing  couf v: i t  seems a p p ro p ria te  a t  t h i s
ju n c tu re  to  d e fin e  and e la b o ra te  upon th e  concepts o f  ' l i b e r a l 1 and 
'p r o t e s t1 w ritin g  w ith  re sp e c t t o  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e .  Local l ib e r a l  
w rit in g  i s  defined  as th e  product o f w h ite  South A fricans who f e e l  they  
have a ro le  t o  p lay  in  a ttem p tin g  p ea c e fu l and bourgeois s o lu tio n s  t o  th e  
c o u n try 's  p o l i t i c a l  problem s. Proposed so lu tio n s  a re  o v e rr id in g ly  m oral; 
a t t i tu d e s  towards th e  b lack  r e c ip ie n t  in d ig n an t, y e t p a te r n a l i s t i c .  The 
v ic tim ise d  sp e c ta to r  tends to  amain p assiv e  r a th e r  than  become an 
a c t i v i s t  in  search  o f h is  own freedom (R ive, 1977).
The l i n e  drawn between l i b e r a l  w r i t in g  and what has become known as 
p ro ti i  w ritin g  i s  f in e  and n o t always c le a r .  Novels such as G ordim er's A 
Vorld  o f  S trangers  and Bloom's Episode, fo r  example, f a l l  uncom fortably 
in to  th e  l ib e r a l  catego ry  by v i r tu e  o f  th e  race  of t h e i r  w r i te r s .  N either
novel complies w ith  th e  s tan d a rd  'd e f in i t i o n s ' o f l i b e r a l  w r it in g , since  
each f u l f i l s  c r i t e r ia  o f  th e  aoze  r a d ic a l  'p r o t e s t ' sch o o l.
P ro te s t  w r it in g  i s  more o r le s s  ch ro n o lo g ica lly  lo ca ted  between 
l i b e r a l  and post-1976 b lack  consciousness w r itin g . I t  i s  lo o se ly  defined  
as "w ritin g  by b lacks d esc rib in g  t h e i r  s i tu a t io n  to  w h ites  whom th ey  f e l t  
had th e  power to  e f f e c t  change" (R ive, 1982, p . 12). Such w ritin g  began 
in  th e  la t e  1940s a lthough t ra c e s  a re  ev iden t in  th t  works o f th e  Dhlosio 
b ro th e rs ,  Sol P la a t je  and th e  e a r l i e r  work o f P e te r  Abrahams. An 
im portant d is t in c t io n  botvsen l i b e r a l  and p ro te s t  w r it in g  l i e s  in  th e  
emphasis o f  th e  former on th e  v ic tim  and th a t  o f th e  l a t t e r  on 
v ic t im is a t io n .  On account o f  i t s  favourab le  s e l l i n g  power, most o f th e  
South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  p ub lished  abroad has been p ro te s t  l i t e r a tu r e  
(L in d fo rs , 1966). P ro te s t  w r it in g  although a ttack ed  by some b lack  and 
many w hite  r e c ip ie n ts ,  i s  defended by Gordimer (1979, in te rv iew ed  in  
E nglish  in  A fr ic a  , 6 (2 ) ,  p . 15):
. . .  p r o te s t  i s  i n  th e  p eo p le . And i f  you w r ite  h o n es tly  about th e  
l i f e  around you, th e  p ro te s t  comes o u t o f t h a t .  I t ' s  n o t a goa l on 
i t s  own. A w r i t e r 's  purpose i s  to  t r y  and express th e  t r u th  o f  h is  
s o c ie ty  i n  a p a r t ic u la r  tim e and a  p a r t ic u la r  p la c e , and i f  p ro te s t  
i s  a r i s in g  o u t o f th e  peop le , i f  i t ' s  th e  y e a s t th a t  is  th e re ,  i f  
i t  s  bubbling , i t  w i l l  come o u t in  th i ' w ritin g .
1950-1960: T h e  Drum Em
The 1950s sew  once m r e  an accel.& zaling  r a t e  o f  b lack  u rb a n isa tio n  and 
a s so c ia te d  accommodation c r i s e s .  In  response to  th e  proclam ation  o f  
Johannesburg as a  ’white* a rea  which b lacks were p ro h ib ite d  from 
in h a b itin g ,  a v a s t  movement from in n e r  c i ty  a rea s  Co th e  unproclaimed 
freeh o ld  w estern  a rea s  o f Sophiatown, H u rtin d a le  and Newclare occurred . 
Overcrowded Sophiatown became th e  c e n tre  and to p ic  o f a new surge o f b 'a c k
w r it in g .  B lacks began to  w r ite  about tb o u ee lv es , n o t in  terma o f  th e  ep ic  
p a s t ,  b u t in  term s o f th e  p re se n t. The experience o f b lack  urban  l i f e ,  
e sp e c ia l ly  in  Sophiatown, was brought to  paper fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e (Nkosi, 
1965), Id e o lo g ic a l in flu en ces ex e rted  by  church and r u r a l  so c ia l  
s t ru c tu re s  were co nsiderab ly  weakened (S o le , 1979). The jo u r n a l i s t ic  
t r a d i t i o n  m aintained i t s  e a r l i e r  r o le ,  in c re a s in g  i t s  in flu en ce  and 
cu lm ina ting  in  th e  launching o f  ffrum magazine.
Drum wes th e  f i r s t  South A frican  magazine o f  wide c i r c u la t io n  to  in v ite  
b lack  w r i te r s  t o  submit l i t e r a r y  c o n tr ib u tio n s  in  E ng lish . By prom oting 
sev era l' ta le n te d  w r i te r s ,  i t  was p o ss ib ly  th e  most im portan t landmark in  
th e  development o f b lack  South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e  in  E nglish- The f i r s t  
few is su e s  o f  th e  magazine (o r ig in a l ly  t i t l e d  A fr ica n  Dmm) fe a tu red  
s c r ip t  which th e  w hite p ro p r ie to r  and w h ite  e d ito rs  thought would b e s t 
exp ress  'th e  A fr ic a n 1. They contained:
. . .  a r t i c l e s  on 'm usic o f  th e  T r ib e s ',  and 'Know y o u rse lv es’ 
reco u n tin g  th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  Bantu t r i b e s ,  in sta lm en ts  o f  Cry, tbo  
Unloved Country, f e a tu re s  about r e l ig io n ,  farm ing , s p o r t  and famous 
men; and s t r i p  cartoons about G u lliv e r  and S t. Paul (Sampson, 1955,
Anthony Sampson, A frican  Drum'is e d i to r ,  soon r e a l is e d  th a t  he had 
m isjudged h is  audience. S to r ie s  based  upon exp lan a tio n s and p o r tra y a l  o f 
b lack  customs and t r a d i t io n  appealed  to  w h ite  read e rs  b u t f a i le d  to  
a t t r a c t  b la c k s . A ccordingly, t r i b a l  re fe re n c e s  were e lim in a ted , 
G u ll iv e r 's  T rave ls  and The B ib le  were rep laced  by American comic s t r i p s  
fe a tu r in g  b lack  h e ro es , and more b lack  jo u r n a l i s t s  were h ir e d  (B a rn e tt,  
1963). The newly t i t l e d  Drum reshaped  i t s  image to  encompass th e  
preoccupa tions o f b lack  township l i f e .  I t  became "a r e a l  p ro le ta r ia n  
paper. I t  ta lk e d  about th e  urban b lack  man g e n e ra lly "  (tty h ah ls le , 1962, 
in te rv iew ed  in  M. Chapman (od . ) ,  Som eo  P o e try , p . 4 2 ). " i t  was a symbol
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o f th e  new A frican  c u t a d r i f t  from th e  t r i b a l  re se rv e  -  u rb an ised , eag er, 
f a s t - ta lk in g  and b rash"  (N kosi, 1965, p .  10 ). "The b lack  w r i te r  was 
a s s e r t in g  h is  & •arise o f permanence in  an urban  g h e tto  l i f e  . . .  The w r ite rs  
he lped  fash ion  a township c u l tu re  and gave i t  l i t e r a r y  expressic-n" 
(M phahlele, I960, p . 7 ) .
D rua's  lead ing  f i c t io n a l  w r i te r s  included  Lewis Nkosi, Can Themba, 
Todd M atsh ik iza , A rttoir ttaifflaaa, E zek ie l H phahlele, Nat Naksea, Bloke 
Modisane and Casey M otsi.si, Together th ey  produce-ri v igo rous, l iv e ly  
fiketches o f l i f e  in  th e  b lack  urban townships o f  Johanne. bu rg , P re to r ia  
and Cape Town. A longside c s i« e  exposures, sp o re , ja z z ,  p ic tu re  fe a tu re s ,  
cover g i r l s  and exposes o f  s o c ia l  c o n d itio n s , th e  f ic t io n  spoke o f " th e  
drama o f  b lack  l i f e ,  i t s  trium phs and d e fe a ts ,  su rv iv a l ,  i t s  c u l tu re  and 
s u b -c u ltu re ,  th e  p o l ic e  t o n o i  and le g is la te d  r a s t r ic t io n s  i t  was 
su b jec ted  to "  (M phahlele, 1980, p . 7 ).
The l i t e r a r y  s ty le  adopted by th e  Drua w r i te r s  was borrowed from th e  
Harlem R enaissance School. I t  was b e s t rep re sen ted  in  th e  w ritin g  o f  Todd 
M atshikiza (see M atsh ik iza , 1961) and hence known as "M atsh ik ize". Drua 
w ri t in g  s ty l e  haa been  v a r io u s ly  desc rib ed  as " racy , a g i ta te d ,  
im p re s s io n is tic "  (M phahlele, 1980, p . 7 ) ,  " d a rin g . Had e x c itin g  . . .  a 
language th a t  spoke o f  v io le n c e , d ep re ssio n , e x h ila ra tio n "  (R ive, 1980, 
p .  23) and "sh a rp , e l l i p t i c a l ,  immediate . . .  a s t y l e  th a t  seems 
p a r t ic u la r ly  adapted to  b lack  South A frican  liv in g "  (T readgold, 1962% p. 
57 ),
The sh o rt  s to ry  form w idely  p re fe r re d  as th a t  most s u ite d  to  b lack  
w r itin g .  I t  allow ed an immediate, in te n se  and concen tra ted  way o f 
unburdening f ru s t r a t io n  and anger. M oreovei, th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  b lack
urban environm ent rendered  su s ta in e d , long, complex, r e f le c t iv e  l i t e r a r y
works an im possible f e a t  (Nkosl, 1965; Maimane, 1971; Monyana, 1976),
According to  Nkosi:
I t  i s  n o t so much th e  in te n se  su f fe r in g  . , .  which makes i t  
im possib le  fo r  b ladk  w r ite rs  t o  produce long and complex works o f 
l i t e r a r y  genius as i t  i s  th e  very  absorb ing , v io le n t  and immediate 
n a tu re  o f experience which impinges upon in d iv id u a l l i f e  . . .  in  
Johannesburg th e re  was too much o f t h i s  d i r e c t  experience to  be had; 
th e re  was no p rivacy  in  which to  r e f l e c t  (N kosi, 1965, pp. 17-18).
I t  i s  t h i s  d ire c tn e s s  o f  experience and su b je c t m a tte r in  b lack  w ritin g  
which i s  perce iv ed  to  be  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  i t s  j o u r n a l i s t i c  ten d e n c ie s : i t s  
p re s e n ta tio n  o f "concre te  r e a l i t y  w ith  cinem atic  accuracy b u t 
untransm uted by th e  c re a tiv e  im agination  in to  a r t "  (Monyana, 1976, p . 86).
The f i c t i o n  o f  the Druts e re ,  as in  th e  case  of w rit in g  p r io r  to  1950, 
was aimed a t  th e  b lack  in t e l l i g e n t s i a  and w hite  l i b e r a l s .  I t  a ttem pted  to  
arouse w hite  consciousness to  th e  p l ig h t  o f  th o se  r a c ia l ly  dominated 
(S o le , 1979). C ourting  l i t t l e  p o l i t i c a l  co n fro n ta tio n  (R ive, 1983) i t  
re ta in e d  many o f th e  a t t i tu d e s  o f b lack  e l i t e  w r it in g  in  South A frica  
th re e  decades b e fo re . Although w r i te r s  were more aware o f  th e i r  
c o n tra d ic to ry  p o s i t io n  than w ere t h e i r  p red ecesso rs , th e  w ritin g  o f  th e  
1950s was s t i l l  pe tty -b o u rg eo is  o r ie n te d . I t  id e n t i f ie d  more w ith  w hite 
l ib e r a l s  than  w ith  th e  b lack  masses (S o le , 1979).
fo llo w in g  th e  e stab lishm en t o f  ffruai th e re  a ro se  a group o f l i b e r a l  and 
r a d ic a l  s e r i a l s  th a t  took  a s tro n g  a n t i - a p a r th e id  l in e  and encouraged 
b lack  au tho rs  to  w r ite  m il i t a n t  p ro te s t  f i c t i o n  (B a rn e tt,  1983). 
P u b lic a tio n s  such a  F ig h ting  T a lk , New Age, A fr ica  South  and 7*fie Near 
A frica n  advocated s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  change in  South A fr ic a . They 
pub lished  s to r ie s  th a t  rev ea led  th e  f r u s t r a t io n s ,  pa in s  and in d ig n i t ie s  
s u ffe re d  by b lacks in  a w h ite -ru led  s o c ie ty .  Such s to r ie s  provided an
o u t l e t  fo r  a  v igorous l i t e r a tu r e  o f p o l i t i c a l  commitment which grew up 
alongside  th e  e s c a p is t  l i t e r a tu r e  o f Druta (B a rn e tt, 1963). C on tribu tions 
inc luded  th e  p ro se  o f  Alox la  Guma, James Matthews and R ichard Rive ( a l l  
o f  whom w rote  a g a in s t a backdrop o f  D is t r i c t  S ix ) , M odisane's sh o rt  
s t o r ie s  s e t  in  Sophiatown and Themba's b e s t  known work 'Requiem fo r 
Sophiatown1 which was i n i t i a l l y  pub lished  in  A frica  South,
I t  was d u ring  th e  Drum p e riod  t h a t  th e  " c u l tu ra l  im m orality a c t"  
(Abrahams, 1970, p . 20 ), th e  Bantu Education Act o f 1955, became law. 
Bantu Education sought t o  r e t r i b e l i s e  in d iv id u a ls  who had two o r th ree  
decades o f urban  l iv in g  behind them (S o le , 1979), As a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  
v en tu re , E ng lish  as a  medium fo r  b lack  w r itin g  in  South A frica  su ffe re d  an 
alm ost k i l l i n g  blow. The Act was one more m an ife s ta tio n  o f ap a r th e id . I t  
tr a n s f e r r e d  co n tro l o f b lack  education  from th e  p ro v in c ia l  education 
departm ent to  th e  le v e l o f  c e n tra l  government, and w ith in  government from 
th e  Department o f Education to  th a t  o f N ative  A ffa irs  (B a rn e tt, 1983). 
Schools and h ig h e r education  in s t i t u t i o n s  were requ*. ed to  accept 
s tu d e n ts  on ly  from t h e i r  own e th n ic  groups. The medium o f in s tru c t io n  in  
p r i r a r y  schools became th e  vern acu la r o f  th e  p a r t ic u la r  a re a . P riv a te  
schoo ls  which had n u rtu red  and developed th e  w r itin g  p o te n t ia l  o f such 
au tho rs  as Mphahlole and Abrahams were c lo sed . F o rt Here, th e  on ly  b lack 
u n iv e r s i ty ,  was transform ed in to  a t r i b a l  c o lle g e  w ith  se v e ra l w hite 
academics dism issed  on grounds th a t  they  were "d estroy ing  th e  
governm ent's p o licy  o f aparth e id "  (S o le , 1979, p . 157). D isp lay ing  
contempt fo r  t r a d i t io n a l  Western conventions in  terms o f s ty l e  and 
tech n iq u es , contemporary b lack  w ritin g  ( to  bo examined l a te r )  i s  a 
m a n ife s ta tio n  o f  post-1955 Bantu Education.
Having served  as an im portan t t e s t i n g  ground fo r  a g e n e ra tio n  o f  b lack  
w r i te r s ,  Drum had f u l f i l l e d  i t s  r o le  in  prom oting b lack  South A frican  
l i t e r a t u r e .  By 1957 th e  f i c t io n a l  co n ten t o f th e  magazine had dec lined  
co n sid erab ly . Black sh o rt  s to ry  w r i te rs  opted fo r  a more se rio u s  p la tfo rm  
and began co n tr ib u tin g  to  a number of emerging jo u rn a ls  which were anxious 
t o  encourage b lack  w r itin g .  These inc lude  The C la s s ic , ffew C oin, The 
Purple H enoster, and Mss' N ation . W riting  by b lacks e x is te d  a longside  th a t  
by w h ites  such as Nadine Gordimer, L ionel Abrahams and Andre B rink. This 
co -ex is ten ce  went some way to  ach iev ing  a 'u n i f i e d ' South A frican  
l i t e r a t u r e .  W rite rs  to  have been in troduced  through  th e  pages o f  th e se  
new magazines in c lu d e  Don M attera  who wrote p o ig n an tly  o f Sophiatown and 
Oswald M tshali who l a t e r  pub lish ed  h is  poems o f  urban township l i f e  in  
Sounds o f  a Cowhide Drum (1971).
W ithin a s h o r t  p e rio d  o f  tim e , however, alm ost a l l  b lack  w r i te rs  o f th e  
1950s were s ile n c e d . The 1966 amendment to  th e  Suppression o f Communism 
Act p laced  a b lan k e t ban on th e  works o f  many o f th e se  au th o rs . F o r ty -s ix  
w r i te r s  wore banned by a Government G azette  E x trao rd in a ry  o f A p ril 1, 
1966, among them M phablele, N kosi, Modisane, M atsh ik iza  and Nakasa. The 
AvS p ro h ib ite d  th e  re p ro d u c tio n , p r in t in g ,  p u b lic a tio n ,  read ing  or 
d issem in a tio n  o f  any speech , u tte ra n c e ,  w r it in g  o r s ta tem en t made or 
produced by such w r i te r s  (B a rn e tt ,  1983). Possession  o f  th e  m a te r ia l  o f  
bo th  banned w r i te rs  and th o se  few to  rem ain unbanned (M o tsis l, Matthews, 
R ive) was c o n tro lle d  by censo rsh ip  laws.
In  th e  years between 1940 and 1970, most in f lu e n t ia l  b lack  and coloured 
South A frican  w r i te r s  e i th e r  chose o r were fo rced  in to  e x i le .  Those who 
vo lu n tee red  e x i le  so as to  p reserv e  th e i r  c re a t iv e  a b i l i t i e s  away from 
South A fr ic a 's  s t i f l i n g  atmosphere o f censo rsh ip  and harassm ent included
Jebavu and Nakasa. Mphahlele, Nkosi, Themba, La Guma and Hodisaaa were 
among th o se  forced  in to  e x i le  under th e  Suppression  o f  Communism Act. The 
e x ile d  w r i te rs  were compelled to  r e ly  on fo re ig n  jo u rn a ls  and p u b lish e rs  
f o r  t h e i r  work. The Hew Statesm an, Encounter, O bserver, Black Orpheus, 
T ra n s itio n  and Presence M rlc .a inc  were aotoe such o u t l e t s . A fte t a r r iv in g  
in  t h e i r  newly adopted co u n tr ie s , e x ile d  w r i te rs  began to  p ub lish  f u l l  
len g th  books. One o f  th e  novels pub lish ed  d u ring  t h i s  period  was La 
Game's A Walk In  th e  AUgAt, (1962) which prov ides a v iv id  account o f 
g h e tto  ex is ten ce  in  Cape Town's D is t r i c t  S ix . P ossib ly  o f most 
s ig n if ic a n c e  was th e  sp a te  o f au tob io g rap h ica l w rit in g  th a t  occurred in  
e x i le :  M phahlele 's accounts o f M arabaatad in  Own Second k/enue , (1959) 
M odisane's Sophiatowa in  Blaete me on H is to ry ,  (1963) and th e  township 
experiences and ex p ec ta tio n s o f  Nkosi (Rotae and E x ile  (1965)) and Jabavu 
(Dram in  Colour (i9 6 0 ) and The Ochre People  (1963)). In  r e -c re a tin g  
South A frica  o verseas , e x iled  w r i te r s  o f te n  focused upon townships and 
gave them h ig h ly  p e rso n a l and d e ta i le d  t re a tm e n t.
South A frican  censo rsh ip  has been re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  growth o f two 
se p a ra te  and d iv e rg en t l i t e r a tu r e s ,  one by e x i le s  and another by people 
rem aining in  t h e i r  hcsae country t o  s t ru g g le  a g a in s t th e  cu rta ilm en t o f 
f r e e  l i t e r a r y  exp ression . Of i n t e r e s t  in  th e  l a t t e r  regard  i s  tionyana' s 
(1976, p . 90) o b se rv a tio n  th a t  th e  c r e a t iv i ty  o f th e  to t a l l y  deprived  
w r i te r  (one e x ite d  o r im prisoned) o f te n  bloom s. B ut,
where th e  opp resso r has n o t tak en  ev ery th in g  -  fo r  example where 
Gotdimer i s  p e rm itted  to  op e ra te  in  th e  h a l f - l i g h t  o f spurious 
freedom -  human s p i r i t  does indeed w h ither, th e  c re a tiv e  
im agination  dying w ith  i t .
The e f f e c t  o f  banned b lack  w r i te rs  (who were so in f lu e n t ia l  in  t h e i r  
iay ) on to d a y 's  young South A frican  b lacks has been minimal (G rant, 1976).
As Gord-voer (1973) p o in ts  o u t, few o f  th e  young a s p ir a n ts  w r itin g  a t  
p re se n t have read  even th e  e a r ly  work o f th e  e x ile d  w r i te r s  i i t  was baiued 
w hile  th ey  were s t i l l  schoo l-go ing . I t  i s ,  m oreover, n o t on ly  South 
A frican  audiences th a t  a r e  dep rived  by manning. The e x ile d  w r i te r  is  
h im se lf ensnared by th e  'ty ran n y  o f p la t 'V  (M phahlale, 1982). One o f h is  
most t r a g i c  dilemmas i s  how long he can con tinue  to  draw on a country 
s p i r i t u a l ly  when he i s  removed from i t  p h y s ic a lly  (Anderson, 1977; G rant, 
1978).
P o s t-1960: B lack C onsciousness W riting
The 1960s were barren  fo r  b lack  South A frican  w r itin g .  Of th e  few 
au tho rs  to  remain in  South A frica  follow ing  th e  mass exodus o f the 
p rev ious decade were R ive, Matthews and Mots i s  i .  The on ly  novels by b lack 
w r ite r s  pub lished  during th i s  p e rio d  were R iv e 's  Emergency (1966), s e t  in  
D i s t r i c t  S ix and Dugaore B e e t le 's  fa m i l ia r i ty  i s  th e  Kingdom o f  th e  L ost  
(1969), c re a te d  ag a in s t th e  backdrop o f Sophiatown. Matthews and t to ta is i  
produced th e  occasio n a l s h o r t s to ry  re sp e c tiv e ly  a g a in s t backdrops o f th e  
Cape slums and Sophiatown.
C on trib u tio n s by w hite  w r i te rs  were eq u a lly  s c a n t -  a c h a ra c te r i s t ic  
which has p e r s is te d  to  th e  p re se n t day . Gordimer continued  to  w r ite  sh o rt 
s t o r ie s  and novels from an  in c re a s in g ly  r a d ic a l  p e rsp e c tiv e . Paton 
produced sh o rt  s to ry  c o l le c t io n s ,  an au tobiography and two fu r th e r  
n o v e ls . A t r i c k l e  o f  w r i te r s  b e s t rep re sen ted  by ’s e s t i g e r ' A frikaners 
Andre B rink  and John Coetzee s tim u la ted  a t r a d i t io n  o f  in c re a s in g ly  
r a d ic a l  L ite ra tu re  fo rev e r a t  th e  mercy o f  th e  cen so rs . O ther than  th e  
o ccas io n a l in c id e n ta l  re fe ren ces to  b lack  urban a r e a s , South A frican 
l i t e r a t u r e  by w h ite s , w h ils t  d ea lin g  w ith r a c ia l  i s s u e s ,  was n o t concerned
w ith  th e  township as major s e t t in g  o r them e. A fte r th e  novels o f  Paton, 
Gordimer and Bloom o f th e  lat-6 1940a and 1950s th e  only s ig n if ic a n t  
co n tr ib u tio n s  to  th e  l i t e r a tu r e  about townships y«sre a f i r s t  novel T s o ts l  
(1980) w r itte n  by p layw right Athol Fugard and two i.ovellas  under th e  t i t l e  
Sad Laughter Memories (1983) by Joe  de B idder, a newcomer t o  th e  l i t e r a r y  
scene. \  works o ffe red  f re sh  in s ig h t  in to  th e  now demolished freeh o ld  
tow nship o l Sflphiatown. T s o ts l  and Sad la u g h te r  Memories have in  common 
'o u t c a s t ' c e n tra l  c h a ra c te rs , namely, a t s o t s i  ( v i l l a in ;  p e t ty  c rim in a l) 
and a gangs" Hrough whose eyes Sophiatown l i f e  un fo ld s .
Whereas w ritin g  by w hites has changed l i t t l e  in  volume, co n ten t, s ty le  
and theme over th e  p a s t cen tu ry , th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  in  b lack  l i t e r a t u r e  
has been l i t t l e  sh o rt  o f  rev o lu tio n a ry . C on tribu tions by b lack  w r ite r s  
changed both q u a l i ta t iv e ly  and q u a n t i ta t iv e ly  follow ing  th e  e x c e lle n t 
re c e p tio n  o f  M tsh a ii 's  p oe try  c o l le c t io n  Soundp o f  a Cowhide Drum (1971) 
which reached o u t to  th e  l ib e r a l  »?hite. I t  wa an unusual com bination o f  
p e rso n a l re f le c t io n s  nd sh^rp  o b se rv a tio n s  (L in d fo rs , 1977) illu m in a tin g  
th e  h a rsh e r  a sp ec ts  o f Sowetan l i f e .  The p o e tic  tre n d  in i t i a t e d  by 
Mttehali gained impetus and rep laced  th e  shorn s to ry ,  novel and 
au tobiography as th e  dominant mode o f  l i t e r a r y  exp ression . Reasons given 
fo r  th e  change in  l i t e r a r y  mode inc lude  th e  b e l ie f  th a t  poems ware le s s  
l ik e ly  to  f a l l  fo u l o f  th e  censors due t i  t h e i r  lim ited  i n t e l l e c tu a l  
ap p ea l. Condensed w r itin g  techniques were perceived  to  be more s u i te d  to  
convey th e  raw urgency o f th e  South A frican  p o l i t i c a l  sphere . Moreover, 
because i t  lends i t s e l f  to  communal a c t iv i ty  ( in  th e  form o f read ing  
groups) ra th e r  th an  p r iv a te  contem pla tion , p oe try  i s  an ex tension  o f an 
o ra l  t r a d i t io n  in  b lack  so c ie ty .  In  th e  face o f  e sc a la t in g  b lack  
consciousness -nd p u rs u i t  to  re a ff irm  th o se  t r a d i t io n a l  ro o ts ,  p o e try  i s  
the. p r e fe r re d  medium fo r c re a tiv e  w ritin g .
The aew b lack  w ritin g  i s  la rg e ly  a delayed  response to  th e  Pan A frican  
Congress a n ti-p a s s  campaign which ended in  v io len ce  a t  S h a rp ev ille  
township on 21 March, 1960. Q uestions o f b lack  r ig h ts  in  a w h ite -ru led  
so c ie ty  a re  expressed through a p o e try  o f  o v e rt p ro te s t  which i s  concerned 
w ith  d esc rib in g  to  a yiuCa re a d e rsh ip  th e  o p p ression  o f b la c k s . As in  th e  
p a s t ,  w ritin g  i s  designed to  m ob ilise  sym pathetic  w hite l ib e r a l s  in to  
e f f e c t in g  change. I t  has become known as Soweto p o e try , o r
p o s t-S h a rp e v ille  p o e try , and has been stamped as " th e  s in g le  most 
Im portant so r.L o -lite ra ry  phenomenon o f th e  sev en tie s  in  South A frica"  
(Chapmen, 1962, p .  11). Follow ing th e  t r a d i t i o n  s e t  by th e  racy  
Sonhiatown p ro se  o f  “he 1950s, th e  p o e try  o f th e  1970s and 1980s
co n cen tra tes  on th e  immediacy o f  day -to -d ay  township l i f e .  I t  adopts a 
'‘f.t.ark Bngliuh idiom and g h e tto -d e r iv e d  imagery" (Chapman, 1982, p . 11) 
vhi.ch eschews rhyme and c lo sed  forms in  favour o f  open o r  'n ak ed ' form s, 
{ p c s . s t y l i s t i c  fe a tu re s  a re  b e lie v e d  to  be more ap p ro p ria te  t o  th e  
"i-.gcurs o f contemporary b3r.ck experience" (Chapman, 1982, p . 11).
In th e  Cv;e y ears follow ing  th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f  M tsh a li 's  c r l l e c t io n ,  
v , t.lve hooka o f p o e trv  by b lacks appeared . Those to  be ex ten s iv e ly  c i te d  
i - ;  a t  ucjude th e  works o f Mongane S ero te  whose s e v e ra l poems o f  Alexandra 
towns.iit,.! w ire  pub lished  in  h i s  c o l le c t io n s  Y akhal' Inkomo (1972) and 
T se tlo  (1S74) The newly e s ta b lis h e d  Sipho Sepamla p u t to  paper h is  
s a t i r ic a l! ,  ir o n ic  r e f le c t io n s  of urban b lack  experience in  Burry up to  f t !  
(1975) as*/. The B iues i s  You in  Be (1976).
By th e  . Id- ,970s, th e  volume o f  b lack  l i t e r a t u r e  pub lished  w ith in  South
A frica  h w  d ram a tica lly  in c reased . This was la rg e ly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  
e stab lii.X M -r. o f a  number o f  lo c a l p u b lish in g  houses in c lu d in g  B a te leu r , 
Ad Honker, P h i l ip ,  Ravan P ress and B ias. Following th e  Soweto r i o t s
o f June 1976 (a  response to  th e  immediate is su e  r£  A frik .au s  as a  medium 
o f in s tru c t io n  in  b lack  schools which sparked o f f  nation-w ide 
c o n fro n ta tio n ) , black, w rit in g  underwent a s h i f t  in  m o tiva tion , theme and 
to n e . I t  found i t s  f u l l  power in  an exp ression  o f uncompromising 
r e s is ta n c e .  W riting  was p r im a rily  a response t o  th e  b lack  consciousness 
movement which has be .ome an im portant a sp ec t o f th e  South A frican  
p o l i t i c a l  scene. I n i t i a l l y  spread  by b lack  s tu d e n t o rg an isa tio n s  in  th e  
e a r ly  1970s and a c c e le ra te d  a f t e r  th e  Soweto d is tu rb an ces and d ea th  o f
Steve Biko, b lack  consc-u sought to  r e p a ir  th e  damages in f l i c t e d  by
ap a rth e id . I t  i s  defin ed  as "cm awareness by b lack  people th a t  t h e i r  
humanity i s  c o n s titu te d  by t h e i r  blackness . . .  I t  i s  a d e te rm in a tio n  to  
be judged no lo -g e r  by w hite  v a lu es , and i t  s ig n i f ie s  a  re -d isco v e ry  of 
t h e i r  h is to ry  and cu ltu re"  (Boesak, 1977, p . 9 ).
Post-1976 b lack  w r itin g  o f  townships seldom pauses to  convey township 
d e s c r ip tio n ,  atm osphere, l i f e s ty l e  and experience . Moreover, th e  c e n tra l  
c o n fro n ta tio n  o f b lack  l iv e s  -  ap a r th e id  -  no longer appears in  th e  form 
o f  aheboens o r pass r a id s ,  b u t in  th e  l iv e s  o f communities uprooted and
dumped by re se ttle m e n t, th e  experiences o f s t r ik e s ,  s tu d en t
dem otaera tions, d e te n tio n s  and imprisonment (Gordimer, 1980).
In  tho  new w r itin g , concern i s  n o t w ith  urbanism or township l i f e  b u t 
w ith  is su e s  and events d e r iv in g  from w hite  arrogance and b lack 
su b o rd in a tio n  (soo fo r  example H a l t ' s  Aaaodla (1980), Sepam la's The Root 
i s  One (1)79) and Rido  on th e  W hirlwind  (1981)) o r w ith  is su es  o f b lack  
l ib e ra t io n  (see  th e  freedom Bongs which s u ffu se  S ta f f r id o r  magazine). 
There seems to  be l i t t l e  cause fo r  c e le b ra tin g  urban l iv in g ,  and those 
w ritin g s  which r e f l e c t  upon townships do ao w ith in  th e  con tex t o f 
opp ression . A ccordingly, Soweto i s  p o r tra y a l  as a s t i f l i n g ,  t e r r o r  s tru c k
abode (see  e s p e c ia lly  i n  th e  pc.ms o f biafika Gwala's Jo l Jakomo ; /51 , 
Separola’s The SoweCo I  Lave (1977), and th e  s h o r t  s to r ie s  o f 
M atshobs's Ca2J He Not a Mao (1979) and in  co n tr ib u tio n s  to  th e  popular 
jo u rn a l ,  f c id e r ) . The lu r id  d e p ic tio n s  by C hris van .Wyk o f  th e  
co lou red  townships and th o se  o f A lexandra in  S a ro te 's  No Baby Must Weep 
(1975) a re  fu r th e r  products o f th e  new c r i t i c a l  tre n d  in  block l i t e r a tu r e .
In  ad d itio n  to  i t s  new m otiva tion  and themes, contemporary b lack
w ritin g  has taken  on a  d i f f e r e n t  tone  and s ty le .  Although s t i l l  a
l i t e r a t u r e  o f p r o te s t ,  i t  shows confidence in  th e  in e v ita b le  fu tu re  o f  a
South A fr ic a  le d  by b lack s. R egarding s ty l e ,  t r a d i t io n a l  A frican  o ra l
techn iques o f  r e p e t i t io n  and p a ra l le l is m  have been in co rpo ra ted  in to  th e
l i t e r a t u r e .  W ritings a re  fu r th e r  shaped by th e  a u th e n tic  township m ilieu
o f ja z z  music and punctuated  w ith  b lack  power r h e to r ic .  More than
d i s l i k e ,  th e re  i s  a c tu a l ly  contempt shown fo r  W estern c o n t in u i t ie s  and
s t y l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n s :
Wo w i l l  have to  donder (sma-h) conven tiona l l ^ to r a - i r a ,  o ld  
fash io n ed  c r i t i c  and reader a l ik e .  We a ro  going to  .o n , s p i t  and 
s h i t  on l i t e r a r y  convention b e fo re  we a rc  th rough , uo aro going to  
experim ent and probe and n o t g ive  a  damn what tho  c r i t i c s  have to  
say . Because we a re  in  sea rch  o f our t r u e  so lves -  undergoing 
s e lf -d is c o v e ry  as a people (M utloatse , 1981, p . 5 ) .
E n g lish  th a t  we use in  our p o e try  . . .  i s  th e  language o f urgency 
w hich we u c because we have g o t an u rg en t massage to  d e l iv e r  . . .  We 
have n o t g e t th e  tim e to  em bellish  t h i s  u rgen t message w ith  
unnecessary  an<- "uabersomc ornaments l ik e  rhyme, iambic pentam eter, 
a b s t r a c t  fig u re s  t,2 '  mooch and an o rn a te  and lo f ty  s ty le  (M tshali, 
1976, p . 127).
The audience in  mind i s  f o r  t h : f i r s t  tim e, a bi-itik  communal one 
engaged in  o r a l  perform ance. Contemporary b lack  w r ite rs  regard  
them selves as so c ia l  beings involved  f i r s t  hand in  j  " o o p le ’e s tru g g le .  
The prim e im portance o f l i t e r a tu r e  i s  acco rd ing ly  to  communicate. As 
such , l i t e r a t u r e  workshops and read in g s (e s p e c ia l ly  p oe try ) havo grown in
t>£ June 1976 (a  response t o  th e  Immediate is s u e  o f A frikaans as a  medium 
o f in s tru c t io n  in  b lack  schools which sparked o f f  nation -w ide  
c o n fro n ta tio n ) , b lack  w ritin g  underwent a s h i f t  in  m o tiv a tio n , theme and 
:one. I t  found i t s  f u l l  power i n  an exp ression  o f uncompromising 
re s is ta n c e .  W riting  was p r im a rily  a response to  th e  Mack consciousness 
movement which has become an im portant a sp ec t o f th e  South A frican  
p o l i t i c s ?  scene. I n i t i a l l y  spread  by b lack  s tu d en t o rg an isa tio n s  An th e  
e a r ly  1970s and a c c e le ra te d  a f t e r  th e  Soweto d is tu rb an ces and dea h of 
S teve B ike, b lack  consciousness sought to  re p a ir  th e  damages in f l i c t e d  by 
a p a r th e id , ' t  i s  defin ed  as "an awareness by b lack  people  th a t  th e i r  
humanity i s  c o n s titu te d  by t h e i r  blackness . . .  I t  i s  a d e te rm in a tio n  to  
be judged  no longer by w hite  v a lu e s , and i t  s ig n i f ie s  a  re -d isco v e ry  o f 
th e i r  h is to ry  and c u ltu re "  (Boesak, 1977, p . 9 ).
Post-1976 b lack  w r itin g  o f  townships seldom pauses to  convey township 
d e s c r ip t i t i i ,  atm osphere, l i f e s t y l e  and experience . Moraover, th e  c e n tr a l  
c o n fro n ta tio n  o f  b lack  liv e s  -  ap a r th e id  -  no longer appears in  th e  form 
o f  shebeens or pass r a id s ,  b u t in  th e  l iv e s  o f communities uprooted and 
dumped by re se ttle m e n t, th e  experiences o f s t r i k e s ,  s tuden t 
dem onstrations, d e te n tio n s  and imprisonment '.Gordimer, 1980).
In  th e  new w r itin g , concern i s  n o t wivh urbanism o r township l i f e  but 
w ith  is su e s  and events d e r iv in g  from w hite  arrogance and b lack  
subo rd in a tio n  (see f o r  example T l a l i ’a Aumndla (1980), Separola's The Root 
I s  On# (1979) and Rldo on th e  W hirlwind  (1961)) o r  w ith  is su e s  o f b lack  
l ib e ra t io n  (see thu  freedom songs which su ffu se  S ta f f r ld e r  magazine). 
There seems to  be l i t t l e  cause fo r  c e le b ra tin g  urban l iv in g ,  and those 
w ritin g s  which r e f l e c t  upon townships do so  w ith in  th e  con tex t o f 
opp ression . A ccordingly, Soweto i s  po rtray ed  as a s t i f l i n g ,  t e r r o r  s tru c k
abode (see  e s p e c ia lly  in  th e  poems o f  Mafika Gwala'a J o l Zakoao (1976), 
Sepom la's The Soweto I  Love (1977), and th e  s h o r t  s t o r ie s  o f M tu tuzeii 
Matsboba's. C ell ffe Not s  Haa (1979) and in  co n tr ib u tio n s  to  th e  popular 
jo u rn a l .  S t a f f  e id e r ) . The lu r id  d e p ic tio n s  by C hris van .Wyk o f  th e  
co lou red  townships and those o f A lexandra in  S e ro te 1 s No Baby {lust Weep 
(1975) a re  fu r th e r  produc ts o f  th e  new c r i t i c a l  tre n d  in  b lack  l i t e r a tu r e .
In  ad d itio n  to  i t s  new m otivation  and themes, contemporary b lack
w ritin g  has taken  on a d i f f e r e n t  tone  and s ty le .  Although s t i l l  a
l i t e r a t u r e  o f  p r o te s t ,  i t  shows confidence in  th e  in e v ita b le  fu tu re  o f a
South A frica  led  by b lack s . Regarding s ty l e ,  t r a d i t io n a l  A frican  o r a l
techn iques o f  r e p e t i t io n  and p a ra lle lis m  have been inco rp o ra ted  in to  th e
l i t e r a t u r e .  W ritings a re  fu r th e r  shaped by th e  a u th e n tic  township m ilieu
o f  ja z z  music and punctuated w ith  b lack  power rh e to r ic .  More them
d i ' l i k e ,  th e r e  i s  a c tu a l ly  contempt shown fo r  W esten. c o n t in u i t ie s  and
s t y l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n s :
We w il l  have to  donder (smash) conven tiona l l i t e r a t u r e ,  o ld  
fash ioned  c r i t i c  and read e r a l ik e .  Wo a re  going to  p ee, s p i t  and 
s h i t  on l i t e r a r y  convention b e fo re  we a re  th rough; we a re  go ing  to  
experim ent and probe and n o t g iv e  a damn what th e  c r i t i c s  have to  
say . Because we a re  in  sea rch  o f  ou r t ru e  s e lv es  -  undergoing 
s e lf -d is c o v e ry  as a people  (W utloatse , 1981, p .  5 ) .
E n g lish  t h a t  we use  in  our p o e try  . . .  i s  th e  language o f urgency 
which we use because we have g o t an u rgen t message to  d e liv e r  . . .W e  
have n o t g o t th e  tim e to  em bellish  t h i s  u rgen t message w ith 
unnecessary  and cumbersome ornaments l i t - '  rhyme, iambic pentam eter, 
a b s tr a c t  f ig u re s  o£ speech and an o rn a te  and lo f ty  s ty le  (M tshali, 
1976, p . 127).
The audience in  mind i s  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e, a b lack  communal one 
engaged in  o ra l perform ance. Contemporary blactc w r ite rs  regard  
them selves as so c ia l  beings involved  f i r s t  hand in  a p eo p le ’s s tru g g le . 
The prim e im portance o f l i t e r a tu r e  i s  acco rd ing ly  to  communicate. As 
such , l i t e r a t u r e  workshops and read ings (e s p e c ia l ly  po e try ) have grown in
th e  tow nships, Several poe ts o rg an ise  them selves in  groups o f te n  avoid ing  
p u b lic a tio n  fo r  fe a r  o f banning and /o r in  re fu s a l  to  gear t h e i r  w r it in g  to  
th e  norms o f w hite  p u b lish e rs  and e d ito rs  (Emmett, 1979).
Although th e r e  seems to  be evidence o f a d i lu t io n  in  the  u se  o f 
l i t e r a t u r e  towards lower pe tty -b o u rg eo is  and even worker e lem ents, b lack  
consciousness p o e try  re ta in s  a s tro n g  po tty -b o u rg eo is  and in te l le c tu a l  
b ia s  (S o le , 1983), A number o f  e s ta b lish e d  w r i te rs  a re  n ev e rth e le ss  
d is tin g u ish a b le  in  th e i r  commitment to  th e  c la s s  s tru g g le  ( fo r  example, 
Gwala, Serofce, end Matshoba).
P u b lica tio n  o f  b lack  consciousness w r itin g  in  South A frica  i s  meagre. 
T his i s  la rg e ly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  r i s k s  con fro n tin g  p o te n t ia l  
p u b lish e rs  o f th e  o v e rtly  p o l i t i c a l .  P ub lishers  face  irredeem able 
f in a n c ia l  lo s se s  incu rred  by banning and lo s s  o f read e rsh ip  by w hite 
audiences who have condemned th e  new b lack  l i t e r a tu r e  as s h r i l l  h y s te r ia .  
One o u t le t  fo r  Soweto w ritin g  has n e v e rth e le ss  been su c c e ss fu l.  The 
l i t e r a r y  magazine S ta f f r id e r  which f i r s t  appeared in  March 1978 has bo th  
challenged  and transform ed th e  so c ia l  image and meaning o f  l i t e r a t u r e  in  
South A frica  (Vaughan, 1982a; 1982b). S te f f r id e r  pu b lish es  th e  works o f 
a l l  races  a lthough th e  m a jo rity  o f co n tr ib u tio n s  a re  by c lock  w r i te r s .  
The jo u rn a l has fo s te re d  an ideology  o f communal s p i r i t  (Couzens, 1982). 
I t s  read e rsh ip  i s  la rg e  and alm ost ex c lu s iv e ly  b lack . C ontents ex p re is  
l i f e  in  th e  raw and speak o f  su rv iv a l u s u a lly  in  th e  form o f sh o rt s t o r ie s  
a r i  poems, E s tab lish ed  w r ite r s  rub shou lders w ith  yo u th fu l members o f 
sm all re g io n a l g 'oups and tl.-. In d iv id u a l i ty  o f th e  w r i te r  i s  played down 
by e m ittin g  b io g rap h ica l no tes on th e  pages. Several non-comme- a l 
o u t le t s  in  th e  form o f w r i t e r 's  groups a id  in  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f th e  
magazine to  th e  townships (V la se r , 1982). E a i to r ia l  c o n tro l i s  in  th e
hands o f v arious b lack  a r t  groups who s e le c t  and forward th e  m a te r ia l  they  
wish to  have pub lished . In  so doing th e  po p u lar, communal n a tu re  o f  th e  
magazine i s  accentuated  and p re se rv ed . As occurred in  th e  case  o f fln ta , 
s e v e ra l w r i te r s  have earned reco g n itio n  through th e  pages o f S ta f f r id e r .  
Many have proceeded to  have novels as w e ll as poeery and sh o rt  s to ry
c o l le c t io n s  p ub lished  in  th e  S te f f r id e r  s e r ie s  put o ut by Ravan P ress ( fo r
example Miriar.1 T la l i ,  Mbulelo Mzaraane, and Kothobi H u tlo a tse ).
The s t a r t l i n g  growth o f contem porary b lack  w ritin g  in  recen t years 
stands as p ro o f th a t  censo rsh io  p rocedu res , however e f f e c t iv e ,  hav« not 
o b l i te r a te d  South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e .  Moreover, th e  p e r s i s te n t ly  brave 
attem pts o f  p u b lish e rs  and au th o rs  has led  to  th e  l i f t i n g  o f  bans and 
re -p u b l ic a t io n  o f  a nurabnr o f e a r ly  works. South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  
s u rv iv ca . i f  scam whan "'ly and dev iously . As a po e t a ssu re s :
They don’t  i n  p riso n
so th ey  bannua .. .  B ru tu s ' poems
and Wopko Ja n sn a 's  poems
and B reyten Breytenbach s poems
and Wally S e ro te 's  poems
and Sipho S ap ao la 's  poems
*;i>l ,lames M atthew's poems
aiU my own poems
They h s te  music and poems 
and p ic tu re s  and s ta tu te s  
th ey  have cleaned  o u t th e  country  
th e re  i s  s i le n c e  between i t s  b a re  w alls 
cleaned  by th e  v u ltu re s
But unaccountably
music c ro sses  th e  border
on waves o f e th e r
through every (.rack
between th e  h eav ily  armed b o rder p o s ts
( 'S i le n c e  in  J a i l ’ , Horn, 1979, p . 17)
A pprec ia tion  o f t h i s  'm usic ' i s  v i t a l  t o  an understanding  o f  f to c t s  o f 
Sou"h A frican  l i f e .  I t  supplem ents more conventional txourses o f
in form ation  employed in  so c ia l sc ien ce  re sea rch . In  th e  s tudy  which 
fo llow s i t  i s  shown to  b rin g  new disnensiora t o  a  p ro l i f e r a t in g  in te r e s t  
among South A frican  sch o la rs  in  b lack  urban r e s id e n t ia l  a re a s . Having 
sketched  th e  c ircum stances surrounding  th e  development o f township- 
o r ie n te d  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e ,  i t  i s  app ro p ria te  to  proceed to  th e  
an a ly s is  o f Johannesburg 's b lack  urban townships in  South A frican  
l i t e r a tu r e .
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C H A PT E R  FO U R
JO H A N N E SB U R G ’S  BLA CK  URBA N  T O W N SH IPS IN 
SO U TH  A FR IC A N  L IT E R A T U R E
There i s  reason on an in te l le c tu a l  p lane fo r  a l l  human geographers to  
consider c a re fu l ly  th e  prem ise o f  l i t e r a r y  geography as an in v e s tig a tiv e  
to o l  in  any r e a l  world s e t t in g .  The d i s t in c t iv e  urban geography o f South 
A fr ic a , however, adds sp e c ia l  w eight to  th e  case  fo r  a l i t e r a r y  geography. 
I t  i s  commonplace in  th e  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  h is to ry  o f th e  country  th a t  
many thousands o f people have been d isp laced  from t h e i r  homes, communities 
and lo c a l  areas  (from Cheir p la ces)  and moved elsew here. South A fr ic a 's  
aocio-geographic  landscapes b ea r testim ony to  th e  c re a t io n  and 
d e s tru c tio n  o f cou n tle ss  p laces  a t  a l l  geographical and em otional sc a le s  
(Butler*Adam, n .d . ) .  Many more p laces  a re  under t h r e a t  o f d e s tru c tio n ,  
and many thousands o f people may lo se  p laces  o f s u b s ta n t ia l  meaning and 
v a lue  to  them. For those people b e re f t  o f p laces  o r  denied  th e  freedom to  
make and d e fin e  t h e i r  own p la c e s , namely, th e  b lack  p o p u la tio n , th e  South 
A frican  landscape is  c h a ra c te r is e d  by ’alm ost p la c e s ' r a th e r  than  'f u l l y  
r e a l is e d  p la c e s ' (Butler-Adam, n . d . ) .  What may be a whole landscape i s  
fo r  many an e x p e r ie n tia l  landscape o f ho le s .
Through th e  medium of South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e ,  many r e s id e n ts  and 
o u ts id e rs  have a r t ic u la te d  th e i r  p erso n a l im pressions o f th e  homes and 
p laces  they  have known, l o s t  and been forced  to  know. In  keeping w ith  th e  
in c re a s in g  and massive r a te  o f b lack  u rb a n isa tio n  over th e  p a s t  cen tury  
such w r itin g  has been predom inantly  urban in  n a tu re . Although th e  phrase 
alm ost p la c e s ' embraces w ith  equal v a l id i ty  ru r a l  and urban a reas  which
have been destroyed  and from which b lack  r e s id e n ts  have been h e a r t le s s ly  
d isp la c e d , th e  emphasis in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  and th e  focus o f t h i s  s tudy  
f a l l s  upon p laces  in h a b ite d  by urbeu. b la c k s . In  th e  South A frican  con tex t 
th e se  con ten tio u s seg regated  d i s t r i c t s  a re  g e n e ra lly  known as tow nships.
At th e  o u ts a t a  d i s t in c t io n  must be drawn between th e  o r ig in a l  and 
contem porary meanings o f th e  word 'tow nsh ip ’ . In  e a r l i e r  p eriods
'to w n sh ip 1 o ften  r e fe r re d  to  in n e r c i t y  a rea s  and freeh o ld  suburbs o f  
w hite  urban  South A frica  nhicn housed working and m iddle c la s s  Ind ian , 
co loured  and b lack  (and l e s s  o f te n  w hite) landowners, t a n a a 's  end
s u b - te n a n ts . By c o n tra s t  th e  term  ’ lo c a t io n 1 d escribed  s p e c i f ic a l ly
segregated ., s t r i c t l y  c o n tro lle d  and most o f te n  enclosed  b lack  r e s id e n t ia l  
a rea s  commonly found on th e  p e r ip h e ry  o f  South A frican  towns and u i t i e s .  
In  l a t e r  y ea rs , fo llow ing  th e  dem ise o f m u lt i r a c ia l  c i t y  suburbs and 
d isp lacem ent o f t h e i r  in h a b ita n ts  to  is o la te d  seg rega ted  a rea s ,
’tow nship1 came to  be used synonymously w ith ’l o c a t io n '.  C e rta in ly  w ith in  
th e  Johannesburg m etropolitan , a re a ,  adoption  o f  th e  term  township i s  bo th  
p re fe r re d  and widespread.
V ir tu a l ly  w ithout excep tion  each o f th e  fou r areas  to  be d iscussed  has 
been r e f e r r e d  to  in  th e  p a s t ,  o r  i s  p re se n tly  known as a tow nship. In 
s p i t e  o f  t h i s  shared  la b e l and in  th e  l ig h t  o f  th e  comments made above, a t  
l e a s t  th re e  o f  th e  fou r p laces  d i f f e r  v a s t ly  in  terms o f  t h e i r  h i s to r i e s ,  
reasons fo r  es tab lish m en t, and p h y s ic a l f a b r ic .  The l i t e r a r y  reco rd  o f 
tow nships p o in ts  to  even more profound c o n tra s ts  in  th e  ways in  which th e  
a rea s  were and a re  p e rce ived ; i t  what th ey  symboliseCd) fo r  occupants and 
on lookers . With an in s ig h t  and p e rc e p tio n  th a t  o ften  eludes th e  academic 
re s e a rc h e r ,  c re a tiv e  w r i te r s  lia e conv incing ly  d isp lay ed  th e  ch a ra c te r  o r 
p e r s o n a l i ty  p e c u lia r  t o  si o o if ic  tow nships. Through t h e i r  p o e try  and
pro se  a r e  r e -c re a te d  th e  so u ls  o f p laces  th a t  were ch e rish ed , fea red , 
h a te d , l o s t  and saved.
In  th e  fo llow ing  p re se n ta tio n  fo u r geographic  areas  have been chosen 
f o r  d isc u ss io n . Each has played a v i ta l  r o le  in  th e  l iv e s  o f 
Johannesburg 's b lack  p o p u la tio n . The f i r s t  a rea  fo r  d iscu ssio n  comprises 
th e  in n e r c i ty  slumyards o f e a r ly  Johannesburg. These were p laces  of 
m u lt i r a c ia l  occupaace e s ta b lish e d  and destroyed  befo re  th e  formal 
entrenchm ent o f a p a rth e id . Second and th i r d  a re  Alexandra and Sophiacovn, 
freeh o ld  towi-ships o f more o r le s s  spontaneous s e ttlem en t which war* 
e s ta b lis h e d  in  th e  f i r s t  decade c f  t h i s  cen tu ry . Whereas th e  h is to ry  o f 
th e  former i s  oao u f hardsh ip  and d e sp a ir  mingled w ith  trium ph, th a t  o f 
th e  l a t t e r  i s  on ly  o f trau m a tic  s tru g g le  and lo s e .  Th» f i f ta l  p la c e  fo r  
c o n s id e ra tio n  i s  Soweto. Although i n i t i a l l y  formed in  th e  1930s. t h i s  
spraw ling  dorm itory  o f ona and a h a l f  m ill io n  people  and arena o f t o r r id  
r a c ia l  c o n fro n ta tio n  i s  regarded  by many as ep itom ising  contemporary 
black, urban l iv in g .
P r io r  to  in te rp re t in g  th e  trea tm en t o f Johannesburg 's townships in  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  a b r ie f  h is to ry  o f b lack  s e t t l e :  o nt in  and around th e  c i t y  
w i l l  He s e t  o u t, The prim ary pu rpost o f t h i s  ven ture  i s  to  supply an 
o b je c tiv e  em p irica l r e fe re n t ag a in s t which backclo th  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  
should  be viewed. The inform ation  w il l  a lso  rev ea l th e  implex 
re la t io n s h ip s  which e x is t  between th e  tow nships. The h is to r ie s  o f  a l l  
fo u r p la c e s  a rc  indeed in e x tr ic a b ly  lin k ed . Clearance o f  th e  slumyards 
and f re e h o ld  suburbs, fo r  example, was th e  major co n trib u tin g  'a c to r  to  
th e  'p lo s iv e  growth of Soweto.
Many people  have known in tim a te ly  more than  one o f th e  tow nships. 
Memories o f and attachm ent to  one p a r t ic u la r  p la c e  in  tu rn  shaped 
ex p ec ta tio n s o f and d is s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith ano th e r. A ll fou r p laces  share  
common elem ents: each was an overcrowded in cu b a to r o f so c ia l  d i s t r e s s  and 
a l l  have heed r a r e  in g en u ity  fo r  s u rv iv a l.  D iffe r in g  circum stances o f 
t h e i r  e s tab lish m en t, and in  soma c ase s , th e i r  o b l i te r a t io n  have, however, 
given  th e  everyday drama o f  b lack  urban ex is te n c e  a  d i f f e r e n t  g lo s s . Ino 
l i t e r a r y  product o f  each tow nship rep re se n ts  a unique response to  th a t  
p a r t ic u la r  p la c e ,  a t  a p a r t ic u la r  moment in  tim e. As such and as w i l l  tie 
shown sh o r t ly ,  c e r ta in  environments have been imbued w ith  s t r ik in g ly  
d is s im ila r  meaning, s ig n if ic a n c e  and emotion.
B rie f H istory  o f Black S ettlem en t in Jo h a n n e sb u rg
A fte r  th e  d is- every o f go ld  on th e  V itw etersrand  in  1886, th e  a te a  
a t t r a c te d  a growing heterogeneous p o p u la tio n . Johannesburg was ra p id ly  
transform ed from a mining town in to  an i n d u s t r ia l i s e d  c i ty .  As e a r l)  as 
1896 th ' •■ census recorded  a p opu la tion  o f  102 000 o f  whom h a l f  were 
b lack  l i e  r i s ,  1980). The v a s t  m a jo rity  o f  blacks served  i n i t i a l l y  as 
c o n tra c t w orkers on th e  m ines, but as th e  town developed, many secured 
employment as dom estic se rv an ts  and in  th e  i n d u s t r ia l  and se rv ic e  s e c to rs .
Whereas mine workers were housed in  compounds, most urban b lacks were 
expected to  f in d  th e i r  own accommodation in  th e  v i c in i ty  o f  p laces  of 
employment. At th e  tim e l i t t l e  attem pt was mode to  en fo rce  r a c ia l  
sep a ra tio n  although  v arious suburbs had been s e t  asido  fo r  occupation  by 
s p e c if ic  race  groups. M u ltira c ia l  communities soon developed m  areas  
such as Vredadorp, th e  'M a lay ', 'C oolie* and 'K a f i r 1 lo c a tio n s  to  th e  
south  o f  th e  a rea  l a t e r  to  be known as Pugeview (F rescu ra , 1978, Kagan,
l? 7 5 ) . In sa n ita ry  co n d itio -.-^  to  th e se  two lo ca tio n s  were ignored by c i ty  
a u th o r i t ie s  and b lack  employers, u n t i l  bubonic plague broke 1904. In  
accordance w ith  what has hectare known as th e  s a n i ta t io n  syndrome (whereby 
b lack  popu la tions were removed from c e n tr a l  a rea s  to  d is ta n t  lo ca tio n s  fo r 
a lle g e d ly  c o n s t i tu t in g  a h e a lth  h a za rd ), la rg e  numbers c f  people were 
moved from th e  slums to  K lip sp ru i. lo c a tio n ,  twenty k ilo m e tre s  south  of 
Johannesburg c i t y  ce n tre  (Kagan, 1978). The ground a llo c a te d  to  th e  
re s id e n ts  o f K lip sp ru it  (which l a t e r  became known as P im v ille , Soweto) 
ad jo ined  a m unicipal sewage works. Corrugated iro n  s h e l te r s  and ra lnw ato r 
tank« (which gave th e  township th e  indigenous t i t l e :  eaaTai.kiai'i were 
p rovided  and remained in  use fo r  se v e ra l decades (Lewis, 1966). The irony  
o f tra n sp o r tin g  persons from an in s a n ita ry  slum to  land in  th e  v i c in i ty  of 
sewage works on grounds o f h e a lth  co n tro l cannot be m issed. The outbreak 
in  1918 o f  an in flu en za  epidemic amongst K lip sp ru it  in h ab ita n ts  was t o  be 
expected . As th i s  occurred  during  a  p e rio d  in  which w hite ra tep ay ers  were 
com plaining th a t  t h e i r  labour fo rce  was too  f a r  removed (F rankel, 1979), 
th e  c i t y  counc il was compelled to  e s ta b l is h  W estern N ative Township to  the  
south  o f  th e  ra p id ly  d e te lfp in g  suburb o f  Sophiatown.
Sophiatown, H srtin d a le  and Newclare ( c o l le c t iv e ly  known as th e  W estern 
Areas and o f te n  sim ply as Sophiatown) were e s ta b lish e d  in  1905 and 1908 
(Lewsen, 1953). Of h is  own v o l i t io n  th e  owner o f  Sophiatown and 
Mart in d a le  r e s t r i c t e d  la rg e  p o rtio n s  o f th e  townships to  w hite ocvipance. 
The s i t i n g  o f th e  m unicipal re fu se  dvmp and sewage wor!.a in  th e  v ic in i ty  
o f  th e  suburbs discouraged  w hite  s e ttlem en t and the r e s t r i c t i v e  t i t l e  
deeds p rec lud ing  purchase o f s tan d s by b lacks were amended to  ensure 
s a le s .  Newclare became a co loured  township w ith  freeh o ld  r ig h ts  in  1908 
and th e  w estern edge o f Johannesburg developed as an a rea  predom inantly 
s e t t l e d  by b la c k s , co loureds and Ind iana employed in  Johannesburg.
In  ad d itio n  to  th e  W esters Areas tow nships, Alexendxa township some 
th i r te e n  k jlom etrea from th e  c e n tre  o f  Johannesburg opera ted  as a  freeh o ld  
d i s t r i c t  f o r  b lack  and co lou red  se tt le m e n t. The tow nship, a lthough 
o r ig in a l ly  in tended  fo r  w h ite  occuponce, eras e s ta b lis h e d  in  1912 as a 
'non -w h ite ' a re a .  In  th e  fo llow ing  decades i t  earned th e  t i t l e  'D ark 
C ity 1 poss i.bly on account o f  i t s  absence o f s t r e e t  l ig h t in g ,  sh o rtag e  o f 
a m en ities  and b leak  appearance.
The JohaM eabuzg C it .- C ou n c il 'h  seg rega ted  townships a t  K lip s p ru it  and 
W estern N ative Toenahip, to g e th e r  w in . freeh o ld  a re a s , 1 : . incapable  
o f absorb ing  th e  e n t i r e  b lack  p o p u la tio n  o f  Joheonesourg. it>e aug f o r  a 
rampant and lu c ra t iv e  ra c k - re n tin g  business in  'w h ite 1 a rea s  was 
consequently  opened (Koch, 1 )83). W hite landowners would buy o r  re n t 
ground on which sh a n tie s  would be co n s tru c ted  and l e t  to  b lacks a t  
e x o rb ita n t r a t e s . In  t h i s  manner, once fash io n ab le  suburbs were 
transform ed in to  overcrowded slum yard a re a s . D oom fontein  se rv es  as a 
prime example having been transform ed from an e l i t e  suburb to  an ex ten siv e  
network o f  yards by th o  1920s. The p r o f i t a b i l i t y  o f ra c k - re n tin g  c re a te d  
a b e l t  o f s lw y e rd s  from th e  w este rn  suburbs through th e  c i t y  c e n tre  to  
th e  d i s t r i c t s  mi th e  e a s te rn  s id e  o f Johannesburg. The b e l t  included  
Fordsburg, F e rre ira sto w n , M arshalltow n, D oornfontoin, Jeppe , O phtrtoo , 
P rospect Township and Vrededory (Kagan, 1978; Koch, 1983).
The y e a n  a f t e r  1920 saw th e  prom ulgation and im plem entation o f  v arious 
measures to  c le a r  J« ibu rg  o f  i t s  b lack  p o p u la tio n . I t  was rep o rted  
in  th e  1921 N ative A fra ir s  Commission th a t  " th e  town i s  a European a rea  in  
which th e re  i s  no p la c e  fo r  th e  redundant N ative" and proposed in  th e  
S ta l la rd  Commission o f 1922 th a t  i t  “should be a recognised  p r in c ip le  th a t  
N atives , . .  should on ly  be perm itted  w ith in  m unicipal a rea s  in  so Ear and
fo r  so long as t h e i r  presence i s  demanded by th e  w hite p o p u la tio n ."  (both 
c i ta t io n s  in  Kane-Berman, 1978, r> 71). Those two recommendations were 
embodied in  th e  N ative (Urban A reas) Act o f 1923 which provided fo r 
compulsory r e s id e n t ia l  seg reg a tio n . As such, lo c a l a u th o r i t ie s  were 
fo rced  to  supply hous.'ng fo r  th e  b lack  labour re s id in g  w ith in  t h e i r  
b oundaries and to  c o n tro l th e  in f lu x  o f b lacks in to  urban a reas  (Rich, 
1976; 1980).
In  response to  th e  p rov is ions o f  ehe A ct, th e  f i r s t  s te p s  were tak en  to  
develop what was hera lded  as th e  model township o f O rlando, th e  nucleus o f 
th e  p re se n t complex o f townships known as Soweto (Beavon, 1982). The 
march o f  in n e r c i t y  slumyard c lea ran ce  co n tr ib u te d  co nsiderab ly  to  the 
growth o f  Orlando p r io r  to  1939 (Trump, 1979). Many b la c k s , however, 
continued  to  l iv e  i l l e g a l ly  in  th e  slum yards and rem aining freeh o ld  a reas  
(Koch, 1983).
The W estern Areas and A lexandra township soon degenerated  in to  
se v e re ly  overcrowded and b lig h te d  a re a s . In  ad d itio n  to  housing workers 
i n e l ig ib le  fo r  o r  r e s i s t in g  accommodation in  th e  s t r i c t l y  co n tro lle d  
lo c a tio n s ,  they  absorbed a massive in f lu x  o f b la ik s  to  Johannesburg. This 
c ityw ard  movement was s tim u la te d  by demand fo r  labour in  th e  war 
in d u s tr ie s  and a b je c t poverty  i n  th e  re se rv es  (P ro c to r, 1979; Lodge, 
1981). In  th e  e a r ly  1950s some 40 000 people occupied 1700 p lo ts  in  
Sophiatown. The number o f  fam ilie s  in  th e  township averaged ju s t  over 
e ig h t and over erne h a l f  o f  a l l  fa m ilie s  occupied only  one room 
(Johannesburg, 1950). Tenure was overwhelmingly leaseh o ld  and 
e x p lo i ta t iv e  ra c k -re n tin g  was r i f e  (P ir ie  and H art, 1985). By 1958 
Alexandra likew ise  had a sw ollen p o p u la tio n  o f 98 000 (Anon, 1980).
Whites ra is e d  o b je c tio n s  to  b lack  se ttle m e n t in  Sophiatown and urged 
lo c a l  a u th o r i t ie s  on se v e ra l occasions t o  c le a r  th e  township-. T he ir p leas  
became louder as suburban growth in  th e  Johannesburg a rea  biougbt th e  
houses o f w hites c lo s e r  to  th e  fr in g es  o f  Sophiatown, ev en tu a lly  enveloped 
i t ,  and made i t  a b lack  enclave in  an o therw ise  w hite  re g io n . By th e  
mid-19408, proponents o f  removal argued th a t  d isplacem ent o f  b lacks from 
Sophiatown was n o t only a r a c ia l ly  m otivated  a c tio n  but a lso  a  slum 
clea ran ce  programme. I t  was l e t ,  to  th e  N atives R esettlem ent Act o f  1954 
to  f a c i l i t a t e  th e  dem olition  o f th e  W estern Areas and removal o f th e i r  
in h a b ita n ts  to  Keadowlands and D iepkloof in  Soweto. W ithin te n  years 
Sophiatown had ceased to  e x is t  bo th  in  name and p h y s ic a lly . The campaign 
had rep resen ted  an a t ta c k  on b lack  f re e h o ld  r ig h ts  which symbolised a 
permanence incom patib le  w ith  th e  p re v a i l in g  d o c tr in e  o f  b lack s  aa 
tem porary so jo u rn e rs .
Follow ing th e  p a t te r n  s e t  in  th e  Sophiatown example, th e  ra p id  growth 
o f  Alexandra coupled w ith  i t s  ' encroachment* onto nearby w h ite  suburb ia  
alarm ed th e  a u th o r i t i e s .  A lexandra was pesca ived  t c  be  a h e a l th  menace 
and harbour o f  c r im in a ls , and from th e  1940s re so lu tio n s  we; ode to  
ab o lish  th e  tow nship. Im mediately p reced ing  th e  passage of th e  W etter 
A d m in is tra tion  o f  D esignated Areas Act o f  1962 which allow ed th e  S ta te  
g re a te r  power in  th e  c o n tro l and a d m in is tra tio n  o f  A lexandra, * t  was 
d ec la red  th a t  fam ily acco-*:"Nation would be e lim in a ted  from th e  township. 
Houses were to  be rep laced  by h o s te ls  f o r  'a n g l e 1 men and women. Between 
1962 and 1979 Alexandra faced  i t s  shore o f removals $ over 50 000 people in
Whereas th e  h o t ly  d isp u ted  W estern Areas Removal Scheme was 
in g en io u sly  devised  and e f f e c t iv e ly  implemented between 1955 and 1962,
witH 60 000 persons uproote 'i and re lo c a te d , th e  A lexandra removals were 
h a l te d  it .  1979. The e a r l i e r  d ec is io n  to  convert th e  township in to  a 
h o s te l  a re a  was rev e rsed  and th e  l a s t  4 000  fa m ilie s  o f f i c i a l l y  p erm itted  
t o  remain in  the township which was to  become s  fam ily r e s id e n t ia l  a rea . 
S u rv iv a l o f Alexandra i s  a t t r ib u te d  to  a number o f  f a c to rs  inc lud ing  
Incompetence among th e  R esettlem en t Boari ,  sh o rtag e  o f funds and lack  o f 
a l te r n a t iv e  accommodation.
The slum yards, as w ell a* Sc-, n iatcw n and Alexandra do n e t stand  as the  
on ly  a reas  in  th e  Local urban  h is to ry  to  face  c learan ce  and dem olition . 
C ountless o th e r  townships have experienced  s im ila r  f a te s .  The th re e  a reas  
a re  n e v e r th e le ss  d is tin g u ish e d  in  re sp e c t o f t h e i r  f re e h o ld  s ta tu s  and the 
r ic h  l i t e r a tu r e s  they g enera ted .
S ince th e  e stab lishm en t o f Orlando in  1630, Soweto has developed in to  
th e  la rg e s t  complex o f  South A frican  tow nships. Located tw enty k ilom etres  
to  th e  south  w est o f c e n tr a l  Johannesburg, i t  i s  th e  product o f  programmed 
p o p u la tio n  removal and homogenised dumping m ostly  in  th e  post-1950s e ra . 
Small uniform u n i ts  b u i l t  in  spraw ling  in s t i t u t i o n a l  rows house most o f 
th e  reoovees from th e  schemes o u tlin e d  above, to g e th e r  w ith  a v a s t number 
o f  v ic tim s from la t e r  schemes.
From th e  1930s, vha block  housing problem in  Johannesburg became 
c r i t i c a l .  The war years brought n o t only a tremendous in f lu x  o f blacks 
in to  th e  c i t y ,  b u t a lso  s  sh o rtag e  o f  manpower and b u ild in g  m a te r ia ls . 
Housing co n s tru c tio n  in  tl.s  townships was d r a s t ic a l ly  slowed. The 
a u th o r i t ie s  responded in  1940 by p e rm ittin g  te n a n ts  in  Orlando to  take  in  
su b -te n a n ts . This p r a c t ic e  was t o  spread  immeasurably bo th  le g a l ly  and 
i l l e g a l l y ,  and in  th e  e a r ly  1940s th e re  were estim ated  to  bo 6 000
su’.- te n a a ta  in  Orlando E ast a lone (S ta d le r ,  1979). The housing s i tu a t io n  
d e te r io ra te d  fu r th e r  w ith  co n s tru c tio n  reach in g  a s t a n d s t i l l  in  1943 and 
1944. Eleven s q u a tte r  se ttlem en ts  c o n ta in in g  between 60 ODD and SO 000 
people sprang up o u ts id e  th e  c i t y  (Kane-Berman, 1978).
In  March 1944, a group o f  su b -te n a n ts  from Orlando E a s t,  Newclare and 
Rliptowit led  by James Safte»'.l,o hpanza s e t  up .350 s h e l te r s  o f hessien  
around wooden frames on m unicipal land  in  O rlando. The camp which came to  
be known a s  Shanty Town, grew to  support o v tr  20 000 peop le . I t  s p i te  o f  
p ro te s t  and re s is ta n c e  th e  Shanty Town community was uprooted w ith in  a  few 
y e a rs  and housed in  an emergency camp a t  Morona, on th e  f a r  s id e  o f  
Orlando (Kane-Berman, 1978).
In  1946 i t  was estim ated  th a t  50 000 b lack  fa m ilie s  in  and around 
Johannesburg re q u ire d  housing (Kellmonn, 1949). I t  was on ly  in  1950 th a t  a 
se r io u s  attem pt was made to  a l le v ia te  th e  housing  sh o rtag e . The b u ild in g  
process  was spu rred  on by r e la x a tio n  o f  th e  in d u s t r ia l  co lou r bar in  th e  
Bantu B uild ing  Workers Act o f  1951. The le g is la t io n  allow ed b lacks to  be 
t ra in e d  t o  c o n s tru c t houses in  th e  tow nships, th e reb y  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  
reducing labour c a s ts  (M orris, 1980). The housing c r i s i s  was fu r th e r  
am eliorated  by th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  s i t e  and se rv ic e  schemes whereby b lacks 
were perm itted  t o  b u ild  tem porary shacks on se rv ic e d  s i t e s  u n t i l  houses 
could be co n s tru c ted .
The p o p u la tio n  o f  Soweto increased  from 18 000 in  1935 (Lewis, 1966) to  
191 000 two decades l a t e r  and 347 397 in  1963 (Hlope, 1977). Between 1955 
and 1976, th e  number o f  houses b u i l t  in  Soweto had once more d ec lin ed . In  
1973 th e  number o f fa m ilie s  on w a itin g  l i s t s  fo r  houses in. th e  township 
was 14 250 and in  1976 th e  f ig u re  was 22 131 (Kane-Berman, 1978). The
s i tu a t io n  has a l te r e d  l i t t l e  today  in  s p i te  o f  a tre n d  towards acceptance 
o f  th e  permanent s ta tu s  o f  th e  urban b lack  (e s p e c ia l ly  a f t e r  th e  Soweto 
r i o t s  o f  1976) and th e  in c rea sin g  involvement o f th e  p r iv a te  s e c to r  in  
p rov id ing  housing in  th e  townships.
Soweto has i t s  sh a re  o f ru t te d  roads, darkness , f i l c h  and smog. The 
in f r a s tru c tu re  o f  th e  township i s  a p p a llin g . In  I960 th e re  were no 
superm arkets, pharm acies, modern shopping c e n tre s ,  o f f ic e  b locks o r la rg e  
b u ild in g s . Telephones a re  r a r e  and r& crea tio n a l f a c i l i t i e s  s ca rce . The 
h o s t i le  Soweto environment has n ev e rth e le ss  f a i le d  to  war (and in  some 
in s tan ces  may even h. k in d led ) th e  c re a tiv e  s p i r i t  o f  many o f  i t s  
in h a b ita n ts . Whereas &uv-.to c o n tra s ts  w ith th e  sluroyarris, and w ith 
Sophiatown and Alexandra by v ir tu e  o f  i t s  a r t i f i c i a l  es tab lish m en t, 
r a c ia l  homogeneity and d i f f e r e n t  ph y sica l app a ran ce , i t  too  boasts a 
generous and in s tr u c t iv e  l i t e r a t u r e ,
I n n e r  C i ty  S lu m y a r d s
The c o l le c t io n  o f  w r ite rs  to  have cap tu red  th e  p e rso n a lity  o f  th e  
slumyards i s  p robably  as v a ried  as were th e  a rea s  them selves. Whereas th e  
a u tho rs  and po e ts  preoccupied w ith th e  townships s t i l l  to  be examined a re  
r e la t iv e ly  homogeneous in  term s o f race  and background (predom inantly 
b lack  w ith occasio n a l w hite  re p re s e n ta t iv e s ) , c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  th e  
slumyard l i t e r a tu r e  come from b lack , w h ite , co loured  and Ind ian  au th o rs . 
W ritings a lso  range across a broad tim e p e rio d  ex tending  from th e  1910a to  
th e  1980a.
The works o f  two major au th o rs , Dikobe and Abrahans a re  ex ten siv e ly  
c i te d  in  th e  fo llow ing  pages. D ikobe's nove l, Ttie HarabS Dsneo, published
in  1973, i s  devoted to  r e c o l le c t io n  o f D oornfontein d u ring  th e  1930s. His 
work fo rsakes d e s c r ip tio n  o f th e  so rd id  d e t a i l s  o f D oocnfontein 's endemic 
p o verty  and overcrowding in  a convincing  re p re se n ta tio n  o f th e  urban 
s o c ia l  p rocess as was ev iden t in  th e  slum ysrds. Dikobe has earned th e  
unique rep u ta tio n  as th e  only e s ta b lish e d  a u th o r to  have belonged to  the 
working c la s s  a t  th e  tim e he w ro te . U nlike roost b lack  p e tty -bourgeo is  
w r i te r s  se rv in g  p a tit-b o u rg e u ia  (an d /o r r u l i r g  c la s s )  in te r e s t s  and 
expounding pe tty -b o u rg eo is  ideo logy , t'no man who was once newspaj <,£ 
vendor, washer and hawker pvodueed z  novel re p re se n ta tiv e  o f  gh e tto  
s o c ie ty  (Couzens, 1978). The Harabi Dance has been c i te d  as an au th en tic  
p o r tra y a l o f th e  D oornfontein w ith  which i t s  au tho r was so fa m ilia r  
(Couzens, 1976). In  i t s  an a ly s is  c-f working c la s s  l i f e  in  Johannesburg 
d u rin g  th e  1930s and 1940s i t  i s  perce iv ed  to  be more f a c tu a l than  
f i c t i o n a l .  One o f th e  themes o f  D ikohe 's novel ce n tre s  around reco g n itio n  
o f  th e  in e v ita b le  permanence o f b lack  u rb a n isa tio n  and th e  need to  adapt 
to  th e  urban way o f l i f e .
The second prom inent w r ite r  o f tLe urban  b lack  experience in  th e  1930s 
and 1940s i s  Abrahams. Abrahams was one o f th e  fo re runners  o f th e  p ro te s t  
schoo l o f  l i t e r a tu r e  id e n t i f ie d  in  th e  p rev io u s ch ap te r . His work, w h ils t 
e f f e c t iv e ly  b rin g in g  to  l i f e  th e  charm o f h is  home p la c e , Vrededorp, 
re v e a ls  h is  p a ss io n a te  d e s ire  to  leave th e  suburb and a l l  i t  s tan d s f a r .  
The u n ify in g  theme o f Abrahams' au tobiography T e ll  Freedom, becomes th e  
a u th o r ’s su ccess fu l escape from co n d itio n s which c rip p le d  h is  fam ily, 
f r ie n d s ,  childhood acquain tances and o th e rs  belonging  to  th e  coloured 
ra c e  (Ogungbesan, 1979).
In  th i s  s e c tio n  an attem pt i s  mad.% to  b r in g  to g e th e r  th e  l i t e r a tu r e s  of 
th e  sluoiyards. A f le e t in g  im pression i s  given o f th e i r  appearance and
p o p u la tio n  s t ru c tu re s .  More d e ta i le d  a t te n t io n  i s  p a id  t o  th e  a c t i v i t i e s  
and l i f e s ty l e s  th ey  supported , th e  senses o f p lace  o r  p lace le sen ess  w ith  
which th ey  were a sso c ia ted  and th e  e f f e c t s  which t h e i r  dem olition  and 
c learan ce  had on in h a b ita n ts .
D e ta ile d  d e sc r ip tio n  o f th e  p h y s ica l fa b r ic  o f  th e  slum yatds i s  
uncommon in  l i t e r a tu r e .  Those au tho rs  t o  have memorised and cap tured  
a sp e c ts  o f th e se  areas  in  w ritin g  appear to  have dw elled more upon such 
in ta n g ib le  fe a tu re s  a s  atmosphere end p e rs o n a lity .  There a re  
n e v e r th e le s s , s c a t te r e d  l i t e r a r y  c i ta t io n s  th a t  rev iv e  & p ic tu r e  o f th e  
slu ay a rd s . S cu lly  (1923, p .  207) sheds l ig h t  on ty p ic a l  accommodation in  
th e  F e rre ira sd o rp  a re a . He r e c a l l s  a galvan ised  iro n  warren which 
com prised fou r narrow sheds enclosed  by a  fence o f iro n  s h e e ts . The sheds 
w ere d iv ided  in to  c u b ic le s  which measured approxim ately two metres 
sq u a re . In  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f th e  ra c k -re n tin g  p ra c tic e s  predom inant in  th e  
sltm yards and o u tlin ed  a t  th e  beginning o f  t h i s  ch ap te r , cu b ic le s  were l e t  
t o  couples and fa m ilie s  a t  h ig h  c o s ta .
Although Dikobe i s  more concerned w ith  re - c r e a t in g  th e  a c t i v i t i e s  and 
s o c ia l  processes a t  work in  D oom fontein than he i s  w ith  p i c to r i a l  
r e p re s e n ta tio n ,  he does a ffo rd  b i i s f  in s ig h t  in to  ty p ic a l  housing 
co n d itio n s  i n  th e  suburb . I t  i s  made v-'-'vn th a t  th e  Molefe y a rd , home o f  
h i s  c h ie f  c h a ra c te r  i s  " a lso  home tv  , th an  tw enty  o th e r  peop le . I t  
com prised a  row o f  f iv e  rooms, each about 'e u r te e n  by tw elve f e e t  in  s iz e "  
(Dikobe, 1973, p . 1).
A fu r th e r  p o rtra y a l o f  th e  slumyard a rea s  (in  t h i s  case th e  w estern 
edge o f th e  b e l t )  emerges in  th e  w ritin g  o f  Fugard (1980, p . 70) who draws 
a t te n t io n  to  t h e i r  f u r t iv e  n a tu re , He v iv id ly  r e c a l l s :
. . .  a  f r in g e  w orld o f unkempt, m ostly  ug ly , m ostly d o u b le -s to r ie d  
b u ild in g s  whose doorways le d  o f f  th e  pavement in to  d a rk e r co rr id o rs  
and cement grey backyards. At ground le v e l  th e re  was a  h o s t o f 
no n d esc rip t l i t t l e  bu sin esse s  run by w h ite s , Ind ians and an 
occasio n a l co loured  . . .  In  th e  rooms above them could  be found 
any th ing  from c a s t -o f f  w hite  men ly in g  on t h e i r  beds ana s ta r in g  
v acan tly  a t  th e  c e i l in g  to  sh y s te r  lawyers and pass book ra c k e te e rs .
In  th e  s id e  s t r e e t s  were f a c to r ie s  and warehouses. A few o f th e  b ig  
h o s te ls  fo r  bache lo r A fricans were a lso  in  th e  neighbourhood.
The n o tio n  o f th e  slumyards as home to  o u tc a s t s o c ie ty  and dubious 
p ra c t ic e s  i s  fu r th e r  brought o u t by S cu lly  (1923) and J ig g s  (1961, p. 
358). The l a t t e r  remembers D oom fon teia  as "throbbing, and b u rs tin g  /  
shebeens and b ro th e ls '* . Fugard 's passage p o in ts  a lso  to  th e  m u ltira c ia l  
com position o f  th e  in n e r c i t y .  In  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  r a c ia l  homogeneity of 
modern day tow nships, th e  slumyards housed a s t a r t l i n g  v a r ie ty  o f  race  
groups and natdc . a l i t i e s . In  h is  p e n e tra tio n  o f  th e  h idden , and la rg e ly  
und isc lo sed  in n e r c i t y  w orld, S cu lly  (1923, p . 207), fo r  example, records 
th e  po p u la tio n  o f F o rre ira sd o rp  a s  beiz  ' c. b lack  and re p re se n tin g  some 
tw elve A frican  races ; o f th e  rem ej" f o u r - f i f th s  were o f  mixed
o r ig in  and th e  balance  w h ite . The u n i te  in h a b ita n ts  were by and large 
fo re ig n e rs  o f  European o r ig in .
Moving from a  d isc u ss io n  o f th e  com position o f th e  slum yards to  th e  
l i f e s t y l e s  and acti< -.as th ey  supported , i t  becomes c le a r  th a t  inform al 
a c t i v i t i e s  fe a tu re  - in en tly  i n  th e  slumyard l i t e r a t u r e .  Then, as now, 
poverty  was endemic among th e  b lack p o p u la tio n  of Johannesburg. Wages 
p a id  t o  men in  th e  m ining and in d u s t r ia l  f i e ld s  and to  women in  dom estic 
s e rv ic e  were meagre. S u rv iv a l f re q u e n tly  nee* i il.ta ted  a supplementary 
sou rce  o f  income which was u su a lly  secu red  th r . ~h inform al a c t i v i t i e s .  
These a c t i v i t i e s  a re  o f te n  i l l e g a l  and danger' • ;s in  cases o f i l l i c i t  
l iq u o r  dea lin g  in  'sh eb een s ' o r gangste rism . ' ' a re  so in te g ra l  a p a r t
o f  b lack  l i t e r a tu r e  th a t  they  have m erited  in-' . x  a t te n t io n  (see  fo r  
example, H art and Rogerson, 1984).
The brewing and s e l l in g  of l iq u o r  emerges as a major preoccupation  o f 
slumyard d w e lle rs , e s p e c ia lly  women. Dikobe r e c a l l s  o f th e  Molefe y ard , 
D oom fontein:
When i t  ra in ed  th e  yard  was as muddy as a c a t t l e  k ra a l ,  and th e  
sm ell o f b e e r , thrown out by th e  p o l ic e  on th e i r  r a id s , was 
n au sea tin g . The bee r b usiness was m ostly  done on Sundays fo r  th e  
b e n e f it  o f th e  dom estic workers. The skokiaan enabled men to  f ig h t 
more b rav e ly  in  th e  Amalaita boxing b o u ts . Those w ith  s tro n g e r 
heads drank m ethylated s p i r i t s  (Dikobe, 1973, p . 1 ).
Home-brewing served  a m u ltifo ld  pu rpose. Women were ab le  to  ca rry  o u t 
a  t r a d i t io n  which they  had brought w ith  them from th e  ru ra l  a re a s . They 
were fu r th e r  a b le  to  supplement th e  p a l t r y  earn ings o f th e i r  husbands o r 
f a th e rs  employed in  in d u s try  and m ining. Moreover, d rin k in g  formed th e  
co re  o f  th e  w ild  'm a rab i' p a r t ie s  which o ffe re d  th e  prim e r e c re a tio n a l 
o u t l e t  fo r  slum d w e lle rs . Tumultuous, crowded, no isy  so c ia l  occasions 
cen tred  around th e  l iq u o r  tra d e  a re  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  ra d ia n t and 
e n e rg e tic  D oom fontein atmosphere to  emerge in  D ikobe' s novel.
Not a l l  w r i te r s ,  however, saw a p o s i t iv e  s id e  to  th e  brewing tra d e . 
W riting  in  th e  1920s o f  P rospec t Township (ano ther a rea  in  th e  slumyard 
b e l t ) ,  th e  f i r s t  b lack  n o v e l is t  to  w r i te  in  E ng lish  openly rev ea ls  h is  
h o rro r  a t :
. . .  a re v o l t in g  and immoral p la c e : where th e  b lack  sons and 
daughters o f  A frica  ore  kicked  about by u n brid led  p assions as a 
fo - itb e ll i s  on th e  p la y f ie ld s .  Here one may come across any kv .d  o f 
debased humanity . . .  t  U'ders a re  committed h e re  w ith  an im alish 
fe ro c ity  through th e  in fluence  o f  d r in k s  and f a i th le s s  women . . .  
s tro n g  and v io le n t  d rin k s  a re  brewed in  broad d ay lig h t (Dhlomo, 
1931, p . 5 ).
Dhlomo's w r it in g  smacks o f a m issionary  education  (and r e lia n c e  upon 
th e  m ission p re ss  fo r  p u b lic a tio n  o f  h i s  novel) in  i t s  stro n g  moral 
overtones and condemnation o f u rb a n isa tio n  and urbanism. This
no tw ith stan d in g , h is  p e rcep tio n  o f th e  essence of l i f e  i n  P rospec t is  
reco n c ilab lti wixii th a t  o f H phahlele (1959, p . 117) who a s s e r ts  " I f  you 
have n ev e t seen  Ptw-ipect th en  you don’t  kr.ow th e  w orld. You must s e l l  
bee r to  l iv e  o r  e ls e  work fo r  a w ii te  man".
B esides i l l i c i t  l iq u o r  brewing and s e l l in g ,  a c t i v i t i e s  o f th e  slum 
world in h a b ita n ts  included  gangsterism  and gambling (Abrahams, 1950; 
Dikobe, 1973). C hildren  p layed  s t r e e t  games in  a manner ty p ic a l  o f a 
ghetuo ex is te n c e  (Abrahams, 1950) The r e a l i t y  o f extreme impoverishment 
e f f e c t iv e ly  s t r i k e s  a chord when to ld  o f  ragged ch ild re n  wh scavenge " fo r  
unksot.m tre a s u re s  i n  th e  ru b b ish  heaps" iD ikobe, 1973, p . 101). S ocial 
a c t i v i t i e s  w ere, however, n o t ex c lu s iv e ly  r e f le c t iv e  o f working c la s s  
c u l tu r e .  Ona o f  th e  m ajor ten s io n s  in  Dikobe' s nove l, fo r  example, is  
concerned w ith  c lo se  d i f f e r e n t ia t io n  among slum d w e lle rs . This te n s io n  is  
r e f le c te d  in  two c o n tra s tin g  forms o f  c u l tu re  « th e  petty -b o u rg eo is  
Europeanised concerts  and ballroom  dancing o f  th e  Bantu Men’ s S ocial 
C en tre , and th e  working c la s s  c u l tu re  cen tred  around th e  shebeens and 
m arabi music (Couzeus, 1376). L ikew ise, Abrahams reco rds a ty p ic a l ly  
w eccem ised  love among Vrededorp in h a b ita n ts  o f  cinema which was
. . .  V rededorp'e moat pow erful l in k  w ith th e  o u ts id e  w orld. Through 
i t  we kept in  touch w ith  th e  s c i e n t i f i c  advances o f  our tim e, From 
i t  we drew our p ic tu r e  o f th e  w orld of w hite  fo lk . Our m orals were 
fash ioned  th e re  . . .  I l lu s io n  and r e a l i t y  o f te n  merged a t  the  
b ioscope (Abrahams, 1950, pp . 111-112).
One in form al a c t i v i t y  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  o f  b lack  urban a reas  i s  s t r e e t  
vending. Together w ith  brewing and gangsterism , hawkers and th e i r  
a c t iv i t i .e s  a re  a v i t a l  dim ension o f  township l i t e r a t u r e .  In  most 
in s tan ces  th e  co lou r and exuberance surrounding t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  a re  
id e n t i f ie d  as a m ajor c o n tr ib u tio n  to  township atmosphere and 
p e rso n a lity , One w r i te r  o f  th e  slumyards ,o  have evoked b e a u t i fu l ly  th e
movement, v a r ie ty  and n o ise  o f  in form al s e l l i n g  and shopping in  Vrededorp
And from th e  s t r e e t s  and houses o f Vrededorp, from th e  back-yards 
and muddy a l le y s ,  a loud babel o f  sh o u tin g , laugh ing , cu rs ing  v o ices  
r i s e ,  a re  swallowed by th e  l im i t le s s  sky , aud r i s e  again  in  unending 
t u m u l t ' . . .  There were sm all, w e l l - b u i l t  Basuto women. They 
balanced  t h e i r  shopping, b a sk e ts , p a r a f f in - t i n s , bundles t i e d  in  
sp o tle s s  w hite  sh e e ts ,  d e l ic a te ly  on t h e i r  heads . . .  There were 
t a l l ,  swaying 2uln women . . .  And th e  women of th e  Beehuana and th e  
Baroleng . . .  The woman paused a t  th e  s t a l l s  th a t  lin ed  th e  sidew alk , 
bought, and moved on. The tr a d e r s  wore In d ian s. They s tood  by 
ta b le s  p i le d  high w ith  hard -b o iled  eggs, steam ing sweet p o ta to e s , 
Ind ian  sweetmeats, f r u i t ,  v eg e ta b le s , and a l l  manner o f  e d ib le s . 
They c a l le d  out t h e i r  wares in  h ig h , tin n y  v o ic e s ; reedy and 
sounding s tra n g e  a g a in s t th e  d eep -th ro a ted  A frican  v o ic e s . D arting  
in  and o u t among th e  women and s t a l l s  were ragged boys o f a l l  
shapes, and o f  co lou rs  ranging from b lack  to  a p a le ,  alm ost w h ite , 
y e llow ish  f a irn e s s  . . .  Bnys f e l l  over each o th e r  b a t t l in g  fo r  
o range-pee ls swimming on th e  b lack  w ater o f th e  g u t te r s  . . .  c a r t s  
p u lle d  by  g re a t h o rse s  moved slow ly by . . .  ch ild re n  played in  th e  
s t r e e t s  t i l l  th e  motors were n e a r ly  on them th en  jumped c le a r ;  
scream s, la u g h te r , sh o u ts , c r ie s ,  ev ery th in g  b u t s i le n c e  (Abrahams, 
1950, pp. 56-60).
In  th e se  re sp e c ts  Vrededorp j u s t i f i e d  i t s  c h a ra c te r is a tio n  as " h e a r t  
th ro b  o f  th e  dark people  o f th e  c i ty "  (Abrahams, 1950, p . 9 5 ). The 
sen tim en ts a re  echoed in  th e  h e a r t f e l t  p rose o f  Ind ian  au th o r , Ahmed 
Essop. To him Vrededorp embodied an oats i s  o f  s o c i a l i t y .  He remembers 
p a r t ic u la r ly  " th e  raucous vo ices o f  vendors, th e  e te rn a l  v o ice s  of 
c h ild re n  in  s t r e e t s  and backyards - th e  v a r ie ty  o f  peop le , th e  sp ic y  
odours o f  O rie n ta l foods, th e  bonhomie o f  communal l i f e  . . . "  (Essop, 1973, 
p . 99 ). White suburbs were a l ie n  and c h i l l i n g  by comparison as w ere th e  
s t e r i l e  f.ew a rea s  to  which Vrededorp in h a b ita n ts  hiere moved. Embedded in  
E ssop 's  memory o f  th e  suburb i s  F if te e n th  S tr e e t  where "every house shared  
a common w a ll w ith  an o th er, each had i t s  d i s t in c t iv e  a r c h i te c tu ra l  beauty  
and c h a ra c te r"  (Essop, 1983, p . 8 ).
R e fe rrin g  to  th e  sense o f p la c e  invoked by th e  slum ?aids, l i t e r a r y  
evidence p o in ts  fo r  th e  most p a r t  to  a s in c e re  a f fe c tio n  fo r  th e se  a re a s .
A lleg iance  to  th e  in n e r c i t y  slums emerges most a c u te ly  in  l i t e r a t u r e
which documents th e i r  d e s tru c tio n .  Acceptance i f  n o t love o f l i f e  in  th e
slumyards i s  n ev e rth e le ss  n o t unanimous in  l i t e r a tu r e .  This i s  most
n o tic e a b le  in  th e  work o f Abrahams. Whereas Abrahams’ image o f  Vrededorp
is  c e r ta in ly  po rtray ed  w ith  energy anti enthusiasm  (a  tremendous c o n tra s t
to  th e  s ta r k  d e sc r ip tio n s  o f h is  childhood lo c a tio n , E lsburg (Abrahams,
1950, pp. 1 8 -19 )), th e  theme o f h i s  autobiography f a l l  freedom , alm ost
c o n tra d ic ts  t h i s  im pression . A major theme o f th e  work i s  in  f a c t  th e
a u th o r 's  su ccess fu l escape from l i f e  in. such  p laces  as Vrededorp. In  th e
opening l in e s  o f th e  book, Abrahams' d e s i r e  to  b reak  away from h is
surroundings and ach ieve h is  dream o u ts id e  South A frica  i s  made c l e a n
I  pushed my nose and l ip s  ag a in s t th e  pane and t r i e d  to  l i c k  a 
ra in d ro p  s l id in g  down on th e  o th e r s id e .  As i t  s l i d  p a s t  my ayes, I  
saw many co lou rs  in  th e  ra ind rop  . . .  I t  must be warm in  th e re .  Warm 
and d ry . And perhaps th e  sun w i l l  be  sh in in g  in  th e re  . . .  I  was 
in s id e  th e  ra in d ro p , away frvm th e  m isery  o f  th e  e o i i ,  damp room" 
(Abrahams, 1950, p . 9 ) .
Two w orlds a re  p re sen ted : th e  ra in d ro p  world o f  "warmth and sunshine" 
which i s  th e  q u e s t th a t  g iv es  d ir e c t io n  to  th e  a u th o r 's  l i f e ,  end th e  
a b je c t  r e a l i t y  i n  which he i s  fo rced  to  dw ell. What th e  p assage and 
indeed th e  autobiography suggest i s  n o t th e  sense o f  belonging  o f fe re d  by 
Vrededorp. The suburb i s  more a  symbol o f  th e  s t i f l i n g  South A frican  
environment in  which b lack  dreams and am bitions a re  f e t te r e d .
A ppropria te  t o  Abrahams' r e je c t io n  o f  h is  home environment was h is  
in c e ssa n t yearn ing  fo r  and id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  th e  ''b road , c lean , 
t r e e - l in e d  s t r e e t s "  o f  th e  w hite suburbs which he would roam freq u en tly  
and l i s t l e s s l y .  The " a lie n e e s"  o f  th e se  s t r e e t s  were "sweet" to  him, and 
th e re  was " l iv in g ,  b rea th in g  space" , s t ro n g  b r ic k  houses, th e  magic o f 
e l e c t r i c i t y  and " b e a u tifu l"  sounds o f a i '" r ie ty  never heard  in  Vrededorp 
(Abrahaa&, 1950, pp. 163-164). And y e t  Abrahams' w r it in g  o f  th e  sq u a lo r
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end p o ver ty  o f  h is  childhood i s  n e i th e r  em b itte red  no r angry. I t  does no t 
dwell upon d e p riv a tio n , and th e  co lou r and p e rs o n a lity  o f  h is  home suburb 
perm eates h is  work.
The a t t i tu d e s  and responses t o  th e  slumyards as r e f le c te d  in  th e  works 
o f both Abrahams and Dikobe a re  complex and am bivalent. W hilst 
undoubtedly cap tu rin g  th e  v ib ra n t atmospheres o f D oornfontein and 
Vrededorp, p la c e  appears alm ost in c id e n ta l  and i s  not c e leb ra ted  in  t h e i r  
l i t e r a t u r e  as in  th e  example o f w r it in g  about Sophiatown to  be examined 
l a t e r .  D ikobe 's comment i s  more a r e v e la tio n  o f adap ta tio n  to  and 
su rv iv a l s t r a te g ie s  in  working c la s s  urban environm ents, than  i t  i s  a 
g lo r ify in g  o f  th o se  l i f e s t y l e s .  N o sta lg ia  fo r  r u ra l  l i f e s ty l e s  and 
a t t r a c t i o n  to  th e  w hite  suburbs o f Johannesburg perm eate re sp e c tiv e ly  
D ikobe' s novel and Abrahams' au tob iography. Sophiatown w r i te r s ,  by 
c o n tr a s t ,  re v e l in  t h e i r  urban ex is te n c e  reg a rd le s s  o f  i t s  squa lo r and 
danger. I n  t h e i r  work, th e  o rd e r ly , so b e r, in e r t  suburbs o f a f f lu e n t  
Johannesburg a r e  ta rg e ts  on ly  o f  contempt.
Somewhat con tra ry  t o  Abrahams and Dikobe (whose work f a i l s  to  evoke 
e i th e r  a s tro n g  sense o f p la c e  o r  a trau m a tic  sense o f lo s s  brought about 
by slumyard c le a ra n c e ) , stan d  th e  w ritin g s  o f  a number of l i t e r a t i  who 
have mourned th e  passin g  o f th e  slum yards. W riting o f th e  " o n e - t .: e  
so u lfu l ghe tto "  o f D oornfontein (R abothatha, 1981, p . 45) a p o e t 
in d ig n an tly  a s s e r t s :
. . .  And now they  are
b u lld o z in g  th e  p lace  down 
t h e r e 's  h a rd ly  anyone l e f t  
except th e  whores and oe re  . . .
Sometime we going to  
b u lldoze  down th e i r
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Homes ak se  
And send them to  a 
Township and see 
How they  l ik e  i t . . .
( 't io o m fo n te in 1, J ig g s ,  1961, p . 356)
The a p p a llin g  trag ed y  occasioned  by th e  su b u rb 's  dem olition  in c i te d  a 
contemporary au tho ress t o  anger and resen tm ent. Reproaching the 
in ju s t ic e  o f s e g re g a tio n is t  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  she g r ie v e s  fo r  th e  home o f "The 
Modikwe D ik o b e 'a , th e  Jazz  Maniacs end th e  famous backyard communities". 
Her s to ry  re v e a ls  th e  t r a g ic  symbols o f  th e  p ro g re ss io n  o f  a p a r th e id . I t  
t e l l s  o f  a  D oom fontein reduced to  "h ideou ts o f  co rru g a ted  t in "  th a t  
lu rked  "behind every h o r r ify in g  ram shackle". The pathos o f  Group Areas 
l e g is la t io n  i s  d ra m a tic a lly  cap tu red  in  th e  v is io n  o f  a  p i t i f u l  group o f 
men, women and ch ild re n  n e s t le d  am idst th e  remnants c f  th e  " l a s t  o f  th e  
un-group* d sh a n tie s  . . .  o f  th e  We - group -  you -  th e re  -  fo o ls  -  and 
an im als -  one -  s id e  -  and - people  -  u y  -  p le a se  Act" (Rabothatha,
1961, p . 45 ).
O thers bemoaned V rededorp 's doom. F or many th e  suburb had sym bolised 
" th e  heart-w arm ing p le a su re  o f  ex is te n c e  i r  a tim e-hallow ed suburb where 
every b r ic k ,  f in g e r -s ta in e d  p i l l a r  and w a ll ,  c reak ing  window had become 
p a r t  o f th e  mellow au ra  o f  urban d e f in itio n * 1 (Essop, 1963, p . 8 ). 
D es tru c tio n  o f  th e  suburb had d ev as ta ted  a t re a s u ry  o f  human re la tio n sh ip s  
th a t  had c o n s t i tu te d  th e  l iv in g  t i s s u e  o f  communal ex is te n c e . The p a in  of 
lo s s  became even more acu te  when reaovee® experienced  t h e i r  new township, 
L enasia . In  E sso p 's  op in ion  th e  r ich n ess  o f communal l i f e  was den ied  in  
Lenasia  where "ste reo ty p ed  houses were s ep a ra ted  by co n cre te  w a lls , 
hedges, gardens and open spaces where each fam ily was thrown back upon i t s  
s t e r i l e  in d iv id u a l i ty "  (Essop, 1963, p . 8 ),
The em otional d e c la ra tio n  o f one o f th e  ch a ra c te rs  about whom Mphahlele
w rite s  s tan d s  as a  fu r th e r  r e v e la tio n  o f  th e  magnitude o f  lo ss  imparted
through th e  slumyard c learance:
I  though t I  had seen enough darkness in  th e  world u n t i l  the  
government o f Johannesburg wanted to  ta k e  away P rospec t and b u ild  
f a c to r ie s .  Our people re fu sed  to  move . . .  (M phahlele, 1959, p . 11/)
A f i n a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f th e  meaning which th e  slum yards h e ld  in  th e  
eyes o f  t h e i r  occupants i s  made c] -ar th rough th e  words o f  a contemporary 
Sewetan p o e t. Although th e  exact lo c a tio n  o f h is  's lu m ' i s  n o t known, i t  
i s  l ik e ly  to  have been somewhere w ith in  Johannesburg c i t y .  The poem 
a ffirm s  f i r s t l y  th e  lo s s  experienced by th o se  w r ite r s  quoted  above. More 
im p o rtan t, though, i s  th e  p re fe ren ce  expressed  f o r  slum l i f e  over and 
above a p o s s ib ly  more com fortable ex is te n c e  in  Soweto.
I  w i l l  have to  ask fo r  my slum lo c a tio n  again
I  f e e l  a l o t  went wrono when I  was moved from i t
a l o t  d ied  in  th e  process
I  l o s t  my s tan ce  fo r  s tan d in g  up s t r a ig h t
I  l o s t  th e  rhythm o f w alking r ig h t
I  l o s t  my sense o f  humour
I  l o s t  th e  f e e l  fo r  lov ing
I  l o s t  my sense o f smell
I  l o s t  th e  sense o f  d isc r im in a tin g
I  l o s t  my p r id e  o f n o t c a rin g  fo r  sm art th ings
I  l o s t  th a t  h e a r t  fo r  sh a rin g  . . .
I  need to  ho ld  onto so«iething
l ik e  th e  sh in e  o f co rru g a ted - iro n  ro o fs  or th e  ru s te d  coa ting
I  seed  to  ta k e  in  something
le s s  obnoxious than  th e  b illo w in g  smoke from
nearby fa c to r ie s
t  need a  b ig  wide yard
in  whic". t o  dance in  p ray e r o r  do th e  J iv e
I  need a ro o fin g  th a t  can resound
w ith  h a rd -c lapp ing  so u lfu l s in g in g  and fo o t stamping
o r j u s t  th e  thud o f drunken braw ls
I  know I  d o n 't  j u s t  want f re s h  a i r
I  need th e  sm ell o f sweaty l i f e
oh yes I  want to  l iv e  c o lo u r fu lly  once more
('When I  l o s t  slum l i f e ' , Sepamla, 1977, pp. 18-19)
G onventiou-l docum entation o f th e  slum yards adequa te ly  conveys th e  
h i s to r ie s  and to  a  l e s s e r  e x te n t, th e  co n d itio n s  of th e se  a re a s . 
L i te r a tu re  a llo y s  th e  re se a rc h e r  to  probe the l i f e s t y l e s  they  su p p o rt, 
t h e i r  atmospheres and p e rs o n a l i ty .  As t h i s  s e c tio n  has d e a l t  w ith  more 
th an  one suburb , i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  summarise adequately  t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  
p re se n ta tio n .  In c o n s is te n t a t t i tu d e s  towards th e  same p lace  and towards 
d if f e r e n t  p laces  se rv e  to  u n d e rlin e  th e  p erso n a l n a tu re  of c r e a tiv e  
w r itin g  and th e  m atte r o f  au tho r id io sy n c ra sy . L i te r a tu re  has 
n e v e rth e le s s  in s t r u c t iv e ly  illu m in a te d  the paradox o f  a  slussyasd 
ex is te n c e  which combines p o v e rty , s u f f e r in g  and danger w ith  warmth end 
charm. The paradox i s  fu r th e r  brought to  th e  fo re  when co n sid erin g  v aried  
a t t i tu d e s  to  th e  slum yards. On the one hand th e re  i s  th e  w r itin g  o f 
Abrahams which t e s t i f i e s  t o  h is  u lt im a te  r e je c t io n  o f  l i f e  in  Vrededorp 
and a l l  th a t  i t  s tan d s  fo r .  On th e  o th e r  hand th e re  s ta n d  th e  lam ents o f a  
group o f w r i te r s  b i t t e r l y  opposed to  th e  d e s tru c t io n  o f  t h e i r  homes and 
slum yards and bemoaning t h e i r  p a ss in g . Although th e m a tic a lly  n o t as 
u n if ie d  and c le a r  a s  th e  w r i t in g  o f  some o f  th e  tow nships t o  be d iscu ssed , 
i t  i s  beyond doubt th a t ' South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e  in fo rm a tiv e ly  
supplem ents more b land  docum entation o f th e  slumyard component o f  lo c a l 
u rbanism .
S o p h ia to w n
"When Sophiatown i s  f i n a l ly  o b l i te r a te d  and h e r  people  f in a l ly  
s c a t te r e d  . , .  South A frica  w ill  have lo a t  n o t on ly  s p lace , b u t an 
id e a l  (Huddleston, 1556, p . 137)
Hie words c i te d  above a re  th o se  o f one o f  Sophiatow n's most favourably  
d isposed  r e s id e n ts  and t h e i r  message i s  resounded in  a l l  th e  l i t e r a t u r e
The em otional d e c la ra tio n  o i  one o f  th a  ch a ra c te rs  about whom Mphahlele
w rite s  s tan d s  as a  fu r th e r  re v e la tio n  o f  th e  magnitude o f  lo s s  imparted
through th e  sluroyard c learance :
I  thought I  had seen enough darkness in  th e  w orld u n t i l  the  
government o f  Johannesburg wanted to  ta k e  away P rospec t and b u ild  
f a c to r ie s .  Our people  re fused  to  move . . .  (M phahlele, 7959, p . 117)
A f in a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  th e  meaning which th e  slmnyarda he ld  in  th e  
eyes o f t h e i r  occupants i s  made c le a r  th rough  th e  words o f a contemporary 
Sowetan po-st. Although th e  exact lo c a tio n  o f  h is  'slum* i s  n o t known, i t  
i s  l ik e ly  t o  have been somewhere w ith in  Johannesburg c i t y .  The poem 
affirm s f i r s t l y  th e  lo s s  experienced  by th o se  w r ite r s  quoted above. More 
im portan t, though, is  th e  p re fe ren ce  expressed  fo r  slim  l i f e  over and 
above a p o s s ib ly  more com fortable ex is te n c e  in  Soweto.
I  w i l l  have to  ask fo r  my slum lo c a tio n  again
I  f e e l  a l o t  went wrong when I was moved from i t
a l o t  d ied  in  th e  process
I  l o s t  my s tan ce  fo r stand ing  up s t r a ig h t
I  l u s t  th e  rhythm o f w alking r ig h t
I l o s t  my sense o f  humour
I  l o s t  th e  f e e l  fo r  loving
I  l o s t  my sen se  o f sm ell
I  l o s t  th e  sen se  o f d isc rim in a tin g
I  l o s t  my p r id e  o f noS ca rin g  fo r  sroare th ings
I  l o s t  th a t  h e a r t  f o r  sh a rin g  . . .
I  need to  ho ld  onto something
l ik e  th e  sh in e  o f co rru g a ted - iro n  ro o fs  o r th e  ru s te d  coa ting
I  need to  tak e  in  something
lo s s  obnoxious than  th e  b illow ing  smoke from
nearby  fa c to r ie s
I  need a b ig  wide yard
in  which to  dance in  p rayer o r  do th e  j iv e
I need  a ro o fin g  th a t  can resound
w ith  hard -c lap p in g  so u lfu l s in g in g  and fo o t stamping
o r j u s t  th e  thud o f drunken braw ls
I know I  d o n 't  ju s t  want f re s h  a i r
I  need th e  sm ell o f sweaty l i f e
oh yes I  want to  l iv e  c o lo u r fu lly  once mere
( When I lo s t  slum l i f e * ,  Sepamla, 1977, pp . 18-19)
C onventional docum entation o f  th e  alxunyards adequately  conveys th e  
h i s to r ie s  and to  a  le a s e r  e x te n t ,  th e  co n d itio n s o f  th e se  a re a s , 
l i t e r a t u r e  allow s th e  re se a rc h e r  to  probe th e  l i f e s ty l e s  they  su p p o rt, 
th u i r  a tso sp h e re s  and p e rs o n a lity .  As t h i s  s e c tio n  has d e a l t  w ith  more 
than  one suburb , i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  summarise adequate ly  t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  
p re se n ta tio n .  In co n s is te n t a t t i tu d e s  towards th e  same p la c e  and towards 
d i f f e r e n t  p laces  se rv e  t o  u n d e rlin e  th e  persona l n a tu re  o f c re a tiv e  
w r i t in g  and th e  m atte r o f  au tho r id io sy n c ra sy . L i te r a tu re  has 
n e v e r th e le s s  in s tru c t iv e ly  illu m in a te d  th e  paradox o f  a s lu ay a id  
ex is te n c e  which combines p o v e rty , su f fe r in g  and danger w ith  warmth, and 
charm. The paradox i s  f u r th e r  brought to  th e  fo re  when co n sid erin g  v a r ie d  
a t t i tu d e s  to  th e  sluinyards. On th e  one hand th e re  i s  th e  w r itin g  o f 
Abrahams which t e s t i f i e s  to  h is  u ltim a te  r e je c t io n  o f l i f e  in  Vrededoip 
and a l l  th a t  i t  s tan d s  f o r .  On th e  o th e r  hand th e re  s ta n d  th e  lam ents o f  a 
group o f w r i te rs  b i t t e r l y  - ‘w .a d  to  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f  t h e i r  homes and 
slumyards and bemoaning t h e i r  p a ss in g . Although th e m a tic a lly  n o t as 
u n if ie d  and c le a r  as th e  w r itin g  o f  seme o f th e  townships to  be d iscu ssed , 
i t  i s  beyond doubt th a t ' South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e  in fo rm a tiv e ly  
supplem ents more b land  docum entation o f th e  slumyard component o f  lo c a l 
u rb a n is m .
S o p h ia to w n
"When Sophiatown i s  f i n a l ly  o b l i te r a te d  and h e r  people  f i n a l ly  
s c a t te r e d  . . .  South A fr ic a  w i l l  have lo s t  n o t on ly  a p la c e ,  b u t an 
id e a l"  (H uddleston, 1956, p.  137)
The words c itw l above a re  thoae o f  one o f Sophia, own's most favourably  
d isposed  re s id e n ts  and t h e i r  message i s  resounded in  a l l  tho l i t e r a tu r e
about th e  t . ' z i p .  Mote th a n  any o th e i b lack  urban  a re a , Sophiatotvn was 
’’c e le b ra te d  . . in  . . .  l i t e r a tu r e "  (Ntccsi, 1965, p . 40 ). Both th e  
overwhelming numbc.,- o f w r ite r s  to  have p reserv ed  th e  memory o f Sophifltown 
in  t h e i r  work and th e  volume o f l i t e r a t u r e  i t  provoked, stan d  as e loquent 
tes tim ony  to  a  legendary 's lum ' o f unique and c a p tiv a tin g  p e rso n a lity .
The v a s t m a jo rity  o f  Sophiatown l i t e r a tu r e  was fash ioned  in  an e ra  o f 
in c re a s in g  r a c ia l  re p re ss io n  which u ltim a te ly  m anifested  i t s e l f  in  
d e s tru c tio n  o f  th e  tow nship. As o u tlin e d  in  c h ap te r th re e ,  w ritin g  o f  th e  
1950s f lo u r ish e d  w ith  th e  emergence o f th e  f i t n t  o u t l e t  fox b lack  
l i t e r a t u r e  in  th e  form o f Drum magazine. S everal o f th e  au tho rs  c i te d  in  
th e  follow ing  p re se n ta tio n  a t  some s to ^ e  e i th e r  worked on th e  Drum s t a f f  
o r  co n tr ib u te d  sh o rt  s to r ie s  to  th e  jo u i. i i .  The c a re e rs  o f  many were in  
f a c t  launched a s  jo u rn a l is ts  o r  c re a t iv e  w r i te rs  through th e  pages o f  che 
popu lar magazine. T h e ir w ritin g  g e n e ra lly  conforms w ith  th a t  o f th e  
'p r o t e s t '  sch o o l. I t  com prised, fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e an any s ig n if ic a n t  
s c a le ,  work about b lack  urbanism  by b lacks them selves. Several o f th e  
au tho rs  w rote in  th e  racy , c a u s t ic  s ty l e  o f A m erica's Harlem R enaissance 
school (gee Bono (1965) fo r  more in form ation  oa t h i s  s u b je c t ) . T heir 
outspoken w ritin g  was n o t overlooked by South A frican  censors and much of 
th o  m a te r ia l  quoted in  t h i s  s e c tio n  has been banned from lo c a l c i r c u la t io n  
and q u o ta tio n  (w ith exception  o f  s c h o la r ly  co n su lta tio n  and c i ta t io n  in  
h igh  -ag ree  d is s e r ta t io n s ) .
E x iled  Modisane i s  one o f  tho  prim e c o n tr ib u to rs  to  th e  l i t e r a tu r e  of 
Sophiatown. The theme th read in g  through h is  autobiography (banned in  
South A frica ) i s  th e  s e n se le ss  d e s tru c tio n  o r h is  p a s t .  This is  
sym bolised by th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f Sophiatown, h is  cherished  home. 
Modisone's autobiography i s  u n if ie d  by h a tred  and b i t te r n e s s .  I t  has been
r  la b e l le d  an uugam ished  account o f  in te n s e ly  p e rso n a l su f fe r in g  (B a rn e tt>
|i: 1963) in  which everyday deg rada tion  and b r u t a l i t y  a re  w idely exaggerated.
: Su'vh exaggera tion  i s  p erce ived  to  re v e a l th e  "p o s tu rin g  fan tasy "  b ied  by
>he urban  b lack  l i f e s ty l e  (Gordimer, 1967, p . 47).
M o tsis i and Themba both  wrote in  a  lu s ty ,  jo c u la r ,  s a t i r i c a l ,  w itty  
sometimes c y n ic a l s ty le  as i f  to  conceal th e  a n x ie ty  and in s e c u r ity  o f 
l iv in g  in  Sop' atown. T h e ir w r itin g  was a wry and su b tle  expose o f  th e  
sometimes absurd  world th ey  in h a b ite d  -  a w orld o f  " e a r ly  morning be»r 
r a id s ,  pass r a id s ,  p erm it r a id s .  R a ids, r a id s ,  r a id s "  (M o tsis i, 1963, p . 
3 1 ). Of th e  Sophiatown l i t e r a r y  c o te r ie ,  Themba's work has p o s s ib ly  
rece iv ed  th e  most c r i t i c a l  a t te n t io n .  He i s  rep u ted  to  have "fused  in to  
th e  E ng lish  language th e  township idiom and re ju v en a ted  t i r e d  words w ith  
an extreme imagery d e r iv in g  from a l i f e  o f danger and v io lence"  (N kosi, 
1975, p . 103). Themba's b e s t  c re a t iv e  moments a r e  h is  ce le b ra tio n s  o f 
Sophiatown, a  p la c e  which he saw as embodying th e  s tre n g th  and th e  w i l l  o f 
b lack  people t o  su rv iv e . In  h is  b e l i e f ,  th e  most sp len d id  moments o f  l i f e  
in  Sophiato,m  su rpassed  a l l  th a t  w hito  Johannesburg had to  o f f e r  (Nkoai, 
1975). Themba's pungent p rose was dipped in to  th e  p o ten t brew o f 
b a c k s tre e t urban l i f e ,  w ith  i t s  ingenious methods o f su rv iv a l and 
law lessness which he came to  admire in c re a s in g ly .
Fugard, H uddleston, Sampson, Gordimer and de R idder a re  th e  fiv e  w hites 
t o  have w r itte n  about a spec ts  o f l i f e  in  Sophiatown. Each in  t h e i r  own 
way was c lo s e ly  lin k ed  to  th e  tow nship. Fugard was s a id  to  spend much 
tim e in  th e  suburb , d isco v erin g  how peop le  liv ed  there , (Nkosi, 1975). His 
on ly  n o v e l, T s o ts i ,  i s  one o f th e  few unbanned f u l l  len g th  works o ffe r in g  
an in s ig h t  in to  th e  Sophiatown experience  (Gray, 1981, p . 61). Gordimer 
formed a r.iose re la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  Diva w r i te r s  who then  became th e
in s p ir a t io n  fo r  A Worl'- o f  ^trsir.gers, subsequently  p ra ise d  as th e  f i r s t  
novel by  a w hite  w r ite r  to  p e n e tra te  and b rin g  to  l i f e  th e  com plexity o f 
th e  b lack  ch a ra c te r  and h iti /h e r  abode. H uddleston liv e d  and loved 
Sophiatown. His ro le s  in  tJi« community ranged from p a r is h  p r i e s t  to  
lo ad er o f  th e  campaign a g a in s t i t s  rem oval. Sampson was th e  f i r s t  e d i to r  
o f Drum. He came to  know Sophiatotm  through h is  many v i s i t s  t o  and 
experiences in  th e  homes and shebeens o f  h.is fe llow  c o -e d i to r s ,  c re a tiv e  
w r i te rs  find jo u r n a l i s t s .  Whereas de B idder may n o t have have had f i r s t  
hand experience o f Sophiatown, he d esc rib e s  Sacf ."sugACer ffeaarias  as 
" la rg e ly  t ru e "  (de R idder, 1983, p r e fa c e ) . The 'n o v e l ' i s  based on 
reco rd ings o f  h is  in te rv iew s w ith  a  group o f  ex-Sophiotowa g an g ste rs . 
Through t h e i r  experiences , de B idder r e - c r e a te s  th e  world they  had known 
so w e ll.
Sophiatown, a "crowded, ramshackle s lu a  s e t  on a h i l l  about >ur m iles 
out o f  Johannesburg" (Sampson, 1957, p . 703) wae overcrovded, b lig h te d  and 
p o v e rty -s tr ic k e n ; p a r t  o f " th e  garbage heap o f th e  proud c i ty "  (Paton, 
1948, p . 27 ). P h y s ic a lly , th e  a luascape was composed o f  "so rd id  and 
over-crowded backyards . . .  d u s ty , d i r t y  s t r e e t s  . . .  s lo v en ly  shops . . .  
spraw ling  and unplanned s t r e tc h e s  o f co rruga ted* iron  ro o fs  . . .  f o e t id  and 
in s a n i ta ry  yards"  (H uddleston, 1956, p . 132). The in sa lu b rio u s  expanse 
was marked by absence o f s t r e e t  l ig h t in g ,  open g u t te r s ,  garbage, 
in sd eq u a ts  f i l t h y  la v a to r ie s  and s te n c h  (Sampson, 1956; Gordimer, 1958; 
Modiaane, 1963; Fugard, 1980).
In  keeping w ith  i t s  m a te r ia l  tra p p in g s , sophiatown took  on th e  
c h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f a poor g h e tto  and a  slum underworld in  re sp e c t o f  th e  
labour and l iv e s  o f i t s  youth and a d u lts .  The games played  by th e  
tow nship ch ild re n  wore ty p ic a l ly  th o se  o f th e  p u b lic  s t r e e t :  "dodging
t r a f f i c ,  s te a l in g  r id e s  on horse-draw n t r o l le y s "  (Modisane, 1963, p . 18). 
A c t iv i t ie s  which engaged a d u lts  inc luded  th e  le g a l and i l l e g a l  ways o f 
eking o u t a su rv iv a l in  th e  in form al s e c to r .  Among th o se  earn in g  a 
l iv e lih o o d  in  t h i s  fash ion  were:
. . .  sw eet-po ta to  s e l l e r s ,  maize s e l l e r s ,  and sw eat-reed  s e l le r s  
. . .  squash s e l l e r s ,  sh o e -lace  s e l l e r s  . . .  women sq u a ttin g  in  th e i r  
tim e le s s  pa tien ce  behind t h e i r  huge d ish es  o f  m aize-cobs, d r ie d  
morogo peanut cubes, w ild  f r u i t s  l ik e  m tu la ,  aahla tsua  . . .  
(Themba, 1972, p . 27)
O thers in c lu d e !  washerwomen, newsvendors, dry-bone vendors, 
c o f f e e -c a r t  t r a d e r s ,  beggars, t r u a n t  lo a fe rs  and 'odd job  boyo' who ran 
e rran d s fo r  shopkeepers (Modisane, 1963; Fugard, 1930). The range o f 
i l l e g a l  a c t i v i t i e s  pursued inc luded  gam bling, p r o s t i tu t io n  and crim e, 
which gave Sophiatown th e  la b e l  'Chicago o f South A fr ic a ' (Dikobe, 1977). 
The township was "a p r e t ty  tough p la c e . The liv in g  was f a s t  and th e  money 
came and went e a s i ly .  You knew who your fr ie n d s  were, you knew your 
enemies and you kep t a c a re fu l  eye on th e  r e s t "  (de B idder, 1983, p . 18). 
Shebeen 'q u een s ' and 'k in g s ' so ld  l iq u o r  d i s c r e te ly  in  t h e i r  ingen iously  
concealed  dens which went by such e x o tic  names as 'The Cabin th e  Sky1, 
'T he T h irty -N ine  S te p s ',  'The House Back o f  th e  Moon', 'House o f  T ru th 1, 
and 'House o f  S a in ts ’ (Sampson, 1957; Themba, 1972). P ro fe ss io n a l gamers 
conducted i l l i c i t  l o t t e r i e s  ( 'f a h - f e e ')  and th ie v e s ,  pickpockets and 
frau d s  ex to r te d  money and p ro p e rty . Thugs and k i l l e r s  sometimes op era tin g  
in  v ic io u s  gangs named, fo r  in s ta n c e ,  Americans, V u ltu re s , B e rlin e rs , 
G estapo, spread  te r r o r  over th e  neighbourhood (Nxumalo, 1954; Modisane, 
1963; M atte rs , 1971; Themba, 1977). M atte rs  (1971, p . 33) r e c a l l s  h is  
experiences as lead e r o f th e  V u ltu res as a "so rd id  ch ap te r"  in  h is  l i f e .  
Gangsterism  was "a way o t  l i f e  in  Sophiatown" (M atte rs , 1971, p . 33) 
''V io lence and death  w alk(ed) abroad . . .  s t r ik in g  o u t in  revenge fo r 
t h r i l l s  and c ap rice"  (Modisane, 1963, p . 59 ). The s tag g e rin g  w aste  of
l i f e  which r e s u lte d  was claim ed to  account fo r  " th e  raw experience  of 
l iv in g  . . .  in te n se ly  and d ram a tica lly "  (Nkosi, 1958, p . 5 ) .  "Sophiatown 
became a  slum jung le  o f  here-today-and-dead-tom orrow " (B e e tle , 1969, p . 
19).
The r e p e l le n t  decay and sq u a lo r o f Sophiatown, i t s  overcrowdedness, 
dev iance, poverty  and f lo u r is h in g  inform al economy ju s t i f i e d  i t s  slum 
re p u ta tio n .  The suburb was, however, a lso  home to  <i number o*  w ell-housed  
m iddle c la s s  p ro fe s s io n a ls  who liv e d  so as to  b e n e f it  from p ro x im ity  to  
p la c e s  o f work and s e rv ic e s ,  and in  most in stan ces  from freeh o ld  t i t l e .  
T h e ir "b e a u tifu l"  homos, sometimes "double s to r ie d  m ansions", stood 
s id e -b y -s id e  w ith  q u a in t c o ttag es  and ru s ty  t i n  shacks, "locked  in  a 
f r a te r n a l  embrace o f  f i l t h  and fe lony” (M atte1:*, 1971, p . 31 ). The 
im pression  c rea ted  by th e  p resence o f t h i s  pe tty -b o u rg eo is  elem ent was
. . .  th e  most ta le n te d  A frican  men and women from a l l  walks o f  l i f e  
-  in  s p i t e  o f th e  hardsh ips th ey  had to  encounter -  came from 
Sophiatown. The b e s t m usicians, e c .to la rs , e d u c a tio n is ts , s in g e rs ,  
a r t i s t s ,  d o c to rs , law yers, clergymen ( T la l i ,  1975, p . 70)
V arious race  groups re p re se n tin g  a l l  s t r a t a  o f  so c ie ty  m ingled in  the  
tow nship earn ing  i t  th e  s ta tu s  o f " th e  most cosm opolitan o f . . .  b lack  
s o c ia l  ig lo o s and perhaps th e  most p e r fe c t  experim ent in  n e n - rs c in l 
community l iv in g "  (Modisane, 1963, p . 16). Shopkeeping, lik e w ise , obeyed 
no c lu s te r in g  p r in c ip le s :
. . .  an 'American* b a rb e r 's  shop stands next to  an A frican  
h e r b a l i s t 's  s to r e ,  w ith  i t s  d r ie d  ro o ts  and d u s t-lad en  anim al h ides 
hanging in  th e  window. You can go in to  a s to re  to  buy a packe t o f 
c ig a re t te s  and be served  by a Chinaman, Ind ian  o r  a P a k is ta n i 
(H uddleston, 1956, p . 127)
There was
. . .  Moosa's s to r e  w ith a l l  th o se  f r u i ty ,  sweety th in g s  in  th e  
window was a Chink bu tcher . . ,  And, n ex t to  th e  b u tch er, th e  B icycle  
Shop w ith  i t s  b la r in g  juke-box (Thomba, 1972, p . 26).
W rite rs  of Sophiatown unanimously rev ea l th e  com plexity and v ast 
c o n tra s ts  o f fe re r  by th e  tow nship. Themba (1972, p . 104) assu res  " i t  was 
n o t a l l  j u s t  shnbeeny, sm utty , i l l e g a l  s t u f f .  Some p laces  i t  ves  the  
s tu f f  th a t  dreams are  made o f ."  In  one p lace  th e re  was bo th  sq u a lo r and 
charm, v io len ce  as much as companionship, bleakness as w ell as v i t a l i t y ,  
l ig h t  and darkness , hope and d e sp a ir .  Sophiatown rep re sen ted  "a  complex 
paradox which a t t r a c te d  o p p o s ite s ; th e  r in g  o f  Joy , th e  sound o f  laugh te r 
was in te rp o sed  w ith  th e  growl and sm ell o f in s u l t"  (Modisane, 1963, p . 9 ). 
The township was " c le a r  and p le a s in g  in  p la c e s , drab and d isg u s tin g  in  
o th e rs . Everywhere a re  th e  extrem es o f  l i f e "  (Hokoto, 1960, p . 11). I t  
embodied " a l l  th a t  was b e r t  and w orst o f  A frican  l i f e  in  towns" (Sampson, 
1956, p . 161). There "every th ing  teemed, ro t te d  and f lo u rish e d 1* 
(Gordimer, 1958, p . 161). "Sophiatown fo r  a l l  i t s  h o rro rs  was 
c iv i l i s a t io n "  (Manganyl, w r it in g  o f  M phahlele, i9d3, p .  127). F in a l ly ,  
Sophiatown was
th e  sk e le to n  w ith  th e  permanent g r in .  A l iv e  ca rcass  b lo a te d  w ith 
g r i e f  and h ap p in ess . Where decency was found in  f i l t h  and beauty 
hidden behind u g lin e s s , th e r e  v ied  was a v i r tu e  and v ir tu e  a  v ic e .  A 
o lack  heaven craw ling  w ith  h e l l  (B oetio , 1969, pp. 18-19).
In  H udd leston 's  (1956, p . 132) op in ion  Sophiatown boasted "a  v i t a l i t y  
and exuberance . . .  which belong  to  no o th e r suburb in  South A frica  . . .  I t  
p o s i t iv e ly  sp a rk le s  w ith  l i f e " .  Theae sen tim en ts a re  echoed by Sampson 
(1957, p . 703) who on d r iv in g  through  th e  w hite  suburb o f  Vestdene lo ca ted  
im m ediately ad jacen t to  Sophiatown, would become h igh ly  aware o f  i t s 1 
n e a tn e s s , s ta id n o as  and deadly  q u ie t .  He was s tru c k  by " th e  c o n tr a s t ,  and 
th e  su rg e  o f  l i f e "  on reach ing  th e  f i r s t  crum bling co ttag es and tumbledown 
shacks o f  Sophiatown: " th e  sw art (b lack ) jowl a g a in s t th e  ro sy  cheek o f 
V estdene" (Themba, 1972, p .  107).
In  th e  r e s t le s s  and e n e rg e tic  tow nship which m irrored  "an American 
M usical" (Sampson, 1957, p , 702)
. . .  th e  whole cycle  o f l iv in g  made a continuous and sim ultaneous 
a s s a u l t  on your senses . . .  men shou ting  in  uhe s t r e e t ,  a p rocession  
o f some s o r t ,  perhaps a school o r  fu n e ra l p arad e , ch ildren, 
q u a r re l l in g ,  a baby c ry in g , a woman s in g in g  a t  a washtub, th e  ru s ty  
b ray  and slam o f th e  communal lav a to ry  in  th e  yard as people trooped 
in  and out c f  i t  . . .  Tliere were summer n ig h ts  in  Sophiatown . . .  
when no one seemed to  go to  bed a t  a l l  . . .  Urchins gambled under th e  
s t r e e t - l i g h t s  . . .  There was s in g in g  and s t r o l l in g ;  now and then  one 
o f  th e  b ig  American ca rs  th a t  th e  gangste rs  use would te a r  
scrunching  over th e  s to n e s , down th e  s t r e e t ,  s e t t in g  long tongues o f 
d u s t u n cu .lin g  . . .  There was g ig g lin g  and f l i r t i n g  . . .  On such a 
n ig h t ,  suddenly, a p ro cessio n  would b u rs t  round th e  co rner, 
swi.ying, rock ing , moving by a m usical p e r i s t a l s i s :  men, women and 
c h ild re n , led  by a saxophone and t i n  w h is tle s  . . .  (Gordimer, 1958, 
pp. 150 and 162-163).
On F rid ay  afte rnoons th e  tow nship resem bled an overturned  beehive "the
m addest, c r a z ie s t ,  n o is ie s t  bloody stew  o f  people in  th e  whole o f t h i s
w orld . . .  a human volcano . . .  a jo s t l i n g ,  d u s ty , heaving mass" (de B idder,
1983, p .  112). Yet on Saturday  mornings
The sun peeped o u t slow ly  front th e  E a s te r ly  womb. Slowly, almost 
fu r t iv e ly  as though i t  wanted to  tak e  Sophiatown by s u rp r is e .  But 
Sophiatown cannot be  taken  "by s u rp r is e .  Sophiatown may go to  s leep  
l a t e  in  th e  n ig h t,  drunk, v io le n t  and rowdy. But in  th e  sm all hours 
o f  th e  morning she wakes up, yawns away hoc hangover and prepares 
h e r s e l f  f a r  an o th er u n c e rta in  day" (M o ts is i, 1963, p . 31).
On Sunday Sophiatown p u t on ano ther face  o f  co lou r and sp e c ta c le :
The s t r e e t s  see thed  w ith  people and th e  u sual drums, trombones, 
b ug les  and c o n ce rtin a s  sounded th e  'M arab i' as g a i ly  dressed  women 
danced . . .  Seme walked to  and from church, e re c t  and proud and 
c leansed , from ono w eek 's s in n in g  and debauchery, Jn  p rep a ra tio n  
fo r  another. Tho sun was a t  i t s  Sunday b e s t"  (M attora, 1971, p.
In  th e se  r e s p e c ts , Sophiatown acqu ired  th e  symbolic s ta tu s  o f being a t  
th e  "ce n tre  o f th e  m etropo lis"  ( T la l i ,  1975, p . 70). I t  was " th e  most 
l iv e ly ,  im portan t and so p h is tic a te d "  o f townships (Sampson, 1957, p . 
703). A ppropriate to  i t s  proud s tan d in g  tho  township was likened  to  "the  
gay Pr-ris o f Johannesburg", t o  "New York" (M attera , 1971) and to
i
"Hmehouse, C helsea, Tottenham Court So ad and S u rb iton  ro l le d  in to  one11 
(Sampson, 1956, p .  28 ). Several w r i te r s  have d escribed  i t s  l i f e  in  a 
flo o d  o f  r ic h  a d je c tiv e s :  “swarming, cacophonous, s t r u t t i n g ,  b raw ling ,
v ib ra tin g * ' (Thumbs, 1972, p .  104), "w ild , e x c i t in g ,  tum ultuous . . .  v i t a l ,  
raw, v io le n t"  (P-aton, 1981, p . I l l ) ,  "gay , s q u a lid , dangerous and 
in te n s e ly  human" (Sampson, 1957, p . 702).
Thf b u s t le  and v ; r ie ty  o f Sophlntown were re sp o n s ib le  fo r tran sfo rm in g  
th e  suburb from a  labour camp to  a l iv e d - in  home:
. . .  we made th e  d e s e r t  bloom; made a l t e r a t i o n s , converted  
h a lf-v e ran d as  in to  k itc h e n s , d eco ra ted  th e  houses and f i l l e d  them 
w ith  m usic, Ve were house-proud. We to o k  th e  u g lin e s s  o f l i f e  in  a 
slum and wove a k ind  o f beau ty ; we e s ta b lis h e d  bonds o f  human 
re la t io n s h ip s  which s e t  a p a t te rn  o f  communal l iv in g ,  fa r  r ic h e r  and 
more s a t is fy in g  -  m a te r ia lly  and s p i r i t u a l l y  -  then  any model 
housing  could s u b s t i tu te  (Modisane, 1963, p . 16).
G iving credence to  E l io t  H u rs t 's  a s s e r t io n  th a t  people  a rc  p la c e  and
p la c e  i s  peop le , Sophiatown both moulded and became th e  p e rs o n a lity  o f i t s
p eo p le . Modisane a s s e r ts :  "we d id  n o t l iv e  i n  i t .  we were Sophiatown"
(Modisane, 1963, p . 9 ) .  In  one in s tan ce  th e  tow nship nourished- p a r t  o f a
s t r a i t - l a c e d  c h a ra c te r  which had p re v io u s ly  been s ta rv e d  (G ord iv ./ ,
1958). Themba goes even fu r th e r  to  declaim  th a t  "you d o n 't  j u s t  f in d
y o u rs e lf  h e re , you make i t  and f in d  y o u rs e lf"  (1972, p .  107). The
pow erful sense o f belonging  and attachm ent to  Sophiatown i s  po ig n an tly
rev ea led  in  th e  follow ing  two te s tim o n ie s :
Something in  me d ie d , a p ie c e  o f me d ied  w ith  th e  dy ing  of 
Sophiatown (Modisane, 1963, p . 5 ).
I  cannot say why I  was l e f t  behind to  mark th e  u ltim a te  d ea th  of 
Sophiatown, because w ith  i t  something was dying w ith in , em ail and 
tm n a tic e a b le , b u t dying ju s t  th e  same (M atte rs , 1971, p . 44)
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The sou l o f  Sophiatown was n o t only a product o f i t s  own unique
a t t r i b u t e s .  I t  was a lso  defined  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  so u lle s s  m unicipally
c o n tro lle d  lo c a tio n s , p laces  whose q u a l i t i e s  m c e  in tim a te ly  shaped by
Sophiatown memories and ex p ec ta tio n s ;
Sophiatown i s  n o t a lo c a tio n . That i s  my f i - s t  reason  fo r  lov ing  
i t ,  I t  i s  so u t t e r ly  f re e  from monotony, in  i t s  s i t i n g ,  in  i t s  
b u ild in g s  and in  i t s  peop le  , ,  (L ocations) a re  a b s tr a c t ,  
co lo u rle s s  p laces  (Huddleston, 1956, pp. 124 and 126).
As in  th e  case  o f  Soweto, th e  p a l lo r  and r i g id i ty  o f  th e  matchbox houses 
in  th e  b lack  lo c a tio n s  i s  a re c u r re n t theme in  South African, l i t e r a tu r e .  
Meadowlands, th e  suburb o f Soweto to  which th e  m ajo rity  o f  Sophiatown 
re s id e n ts  were moved was d escribed  a s ;
. . .  so u l-d es tro y in g , a d ep re ss in g  monotony, th e  houses look l ik e  
chouscnds o f  mushrooos on a h i l l s i d e ,  sm all u n it  detached  houses 
d ispa tched  w ithou t love or p ro p r ie ty ,  m onolith ic  m onsters from th e  
a r c h i t e c t 's  boards o f th e  N a tio n a l B uild ing  Research I n s t i t u t e  
(Nodisane, 1963, p . 105).
Meadowlands i s  much too  c lean  f o r  u s .  I t ' s  been cleaned up o f a l l  
co lo u r and s p i r i t u a l  values th a t  one s t i l l  recognises in  th e  l i f e  o f 
Sophiatown (N kosi, 1958, p .  S ).
The sense o f  p iace le ssn  ss and onbelonging conveyed by th e  lo c a tio n s  
emphasised Sophiatow n's p e c u lia r  embrace. By v ir tu e  o f th e  t a l l  iro n  
fences around most lo c a tio n s , and by v i r tu e  o f th e  presence in  every 
lo c a t io n  o f a  w h ite  su p erin ten d en t and o f f i c i a l s ,  i t  was remarked th a t  "a 
lo c a tio n  cannot belong  to  anyone except th e  people who c o n tro l i t ,  th e  
European o f f i c i a l s  who liv e  f a r  away in  th e  c i t y ,  th a t  o th e r  a b s tra c tio n ,  
' t h e  m u n ic ip a lity " 1 (Huddleston, 1956, p .  126). Sophiatown wqe not fenced 
in ,  th e re  was no su p e rin ten d en t, nobody had to  ask perm ission  to  l i v e  or 
v i s i t  th e re . So i t  was th a t  T l t i l i  w ro te  o f  "our Sophiatown" ( T la l i ,  1975, 
p .  73).
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The sense o f  lo ss  which was occasioned  by th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f Sophiatown
in  th e  none o f slum c learan ce  i s  a f i n a l  in d ic a tio n  o f  th e  meaning which
s u ffu sed  th e  tow nship. In  h is  poem 'The Day They Came For Our House1,
M atte rs  p o ig n an tly  cap tu re s  th e  to n aw it, an im osity  and hopelessness
brought about by th e  m unicipal w reckers .
, . .  Armed w ith  bu lld o zers  
they  came 
to  do a job 
noth ing  more 
j u s t  h ire d  k i l l e r s
Ve gave way
th e re  was no th ing  we could do 
although th e  b i t t e r n e s s  stu n g  in  u s , 
in  th e  p la c e  we knew to  be p a r t  o f  us 
and in  th e  e a r th  eround
tfe s tood
Slow, p a in fu l ly  slow
clumsy c ru sh e rs  crawled
over th e  firm  p i l l a r s
in to  th e  rooms th a t  h e ld  us
and th e  ro o f th a t  covered ou r heads
We stood
Dust clouded our v is io n  
We h e ld  back our te a r s  
I t  was ov e r In  m inutes,
B ulldozers have power
They can take  a p a r t  in  a few m inutes
a l l  th a t  had keen b u i l t  up over th e  years
and ra is e d  over gene ra tio n s
and gen era tio n s o f  c h ild re n .
The power o f d estroy ing  
th e  p a in  o f  being  destroyed
('T he Bay They Came fo r  Our H ouse ', H a tte ra , 1983, pp. 5-6)
The p a in  o f Sophiatown'a removal lu rked  behind  th e  p ro se  o f  even th e  most
w i t ty ,  l ig h t-h e a r te d  and jo c u la r  o f w r ite rs
I  do n o t l ik e  th e  dead ayes w ith  which some o f th e se  ghost houses 
s to r e  back a t  b o . One o f  th e se  days I ,  to o , w il l  ge t me o u t o f he re . 
F itiio h  and c le a r !  (Themba, 1972, p .  108)
The c a l lo u s , b u re a u c ra tic  d e s tru c tio n  transform ed Sophiatown in to  "a 
w aste land , l ik e  a canvas by Salvador D a li ,  w ith  a l l  th e  d e sp a irin g  p ostu re  
o f mass d e so la tio n 1' (Modisane, 1963, p . 4 2 ). "B uildings l i e  bea ten  by 
b u lld o z e rs  /  and scavengers raka /  The s k e le ta l  dreams / O f  a d ispossessed  
p eop le"  (M attera , 1933, p . 3 )) A ll t h a t  remained o f  th e  township was i t s  
"proud in d e s tru c ta b le  sou l . . .  an undying symbol fo r  th o se  who loved 
Sophiatown, and those who feared  i t "  (Modisane, 1963, p . 3 3 ). Before i t s  
demise Sophiatown had bean "a symbol o f th e  b lack  man's c ap ac ity  to  endure 
th e  w o rst; i t  was a lso  a symbol o f h is  arrogance , r e s i l ie n c e  and scorn  fo r  
th e  w h ite  suburb from which he was excluded" (Nkosi, 1965, p . 40 ). 
P ro s t r a te  Sophiatown had become a s ta rk  symbol o f faded dreams and broken 
l iv e s ,  i t s  people "pawns on th e  d e v i l 's  board" (B oetie , 1969, p , 14).
There i s  l i t t l e  doubt th a t  th e  liv ed  w orld o f Sophiatown p reserved  in  
w ri t in g  adds r ic h ly  t o  th e  s c i e n t i f i c  in fo rm ation  sources on th e  township. 
Whereas o f f i c i a l  re p o r ts  have emphasised observable  and q u a n tif ia b le  
fe a tu re s  o f th e  p lace  -  i t s  rundown appearance e s p e c ia lly  -  l i t e r a r y  
sources make much more o f  th e  underly ing  q u a l i t i e s  o f community, v i t a l i t y  
and o p p o rtu n ity . Above a l l  i t  appears t h a t  Sophiatown o f fe re d  a sense of 
s t a tu r e ,  belonging  and in d iv id u a lity  in  co n d itions o f  poverty . The 
h e a r t f e l t  accounts given in  l i t e r a t u r e  un d erlin e  th e  paradox of 
Sophiatown: em otional p len ty  among m a te r ia l  sho rtage .
Sophiatown has been demolished and h e r  people  s c a t te re d .  As in  cases 
where d i s t r i c t s  have changed th e i r  c h a ra c te r  and when th e re  a re  few people 
ab le  t o  a r t ic u la te  t h e i r  memories o f th o se  p la c e s , l i t e r a t u r e  i s  one of 
th e  on ly  sources o f  's e n s e -d a ta ' about th e  township. Under these  
circum stances, a l i t e r a r y  geography i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  ap t.
A le x a n d r a
A lexandra stands out in  lo c a l  b lack  urban h is to ry  as a t r a c t  o f 
t e r r i t o r y  to  have su rv ived  co n tin u a l prom ise o f o b l i te r a t io n .  The 
l i t e r a t u r e  p e r ta in in g  to  th e  tow nship ( p a r t ic u la r ly  th a t  by re s id e n ts )  
m irro rs  u n c e r ta in ty , f r u s t r a t io n ,  d e sp a ir  and fe a r  o f th e  imminent, doom 
aw aiting  i t s  peop le . Loss o f  A lexandra meant n o t on ly  lo s in g  o n e 's  home, 
f r ie n d s  and fam ily , b u t a lso  lo s in g  a t re a su re d  and r a r e  sense o f  freedom. 
Soweto, th e  d i s ta n t  township t o  which re s id e n ts  were moved, h e ld  
v e r i f ia b le  conno ta tions o f  s t e r i l i t y ,  monotony and c o n tro l 
c h a ra c te r i s t ic s  from which A lexandra had been sp a red . E sp e c ia lly  
s ig n i f ic a n t  was th e  r e s i l ie n c e  o f A lexandra 's peop le , t h e i r  r e s is ta n c e  to  
th e  removals and s tru g g le  to  save a p la c e  they loved. Powerful a lle g ia n c e  
to  A lexandra perm eates th e  c re a t iv e  w r itin g  d ed ica ted  to  her cause. In  
th e  fo llow ing  exam ination o f  South A frican  w r itin g , th e  sense o f  Alexandra 
i s  b rought t o  th e  fo re . The stu d y  commences w ith  a p re se n ta tio n  o f th e  
tow nship’s p h y s ica l appearance and atmosphere and proceeds to  un rav e l th e  
meaning which i t  h e ld  fo r  i t s  re s id e n ts .
C e rta in ly  fo r  th e  w h ite , and o f te n  to  th e  b lack  w r i te r ,  A lexandra 's 
b leak  p h y s ic a l appearance could n o t be d en ied . U n lit  s t r e e t s ,  f i l t h ,  
p o v e rty , urban  decay and h igh  in c idence  o f  gangsterism  and crim e had 
earned th e  township th e  t i t l e  'Hark C ity 1. Although o f f i c i a l  documents 
and news re p o r ts  have ch ro n ic led  th e  sq u a lid  fa b r ic  which was Alexandra, 
nowhere i s  th e  p o r t r a i t  o f th e  tow nship as convincing ly  and ev o ca tiv e ly  
p a in te d  as in  l i t e r a tu r e .  One observes fo r  example th e  manner in  which 
one o f  th e  tow nsh ip 's most rev e red  and s e n s i t iv e  po e ts  cap tu re s  th e  
s t a r t l i n g  c o n tra s t  between A lexandra and ad jacen t Johannesburg:
Alexandra I s  c lo se ly  r e la te d  to  Johannesburg. From th e  c e n tre  of 
th e  Golden C ity  to  th e  C entre  o f th e  Dark C ity  I s  a mere n ine  m iles. 
Where one s t a r t s  th e  o th e r  ends. The d iffe re n c e  between th e  two is  
l i k e  day and n ig h t. Everything th a t  says anything about th e  
p rog ress o f man, th e  d is ta n c e  which man has made in  term s o f 
technology, e f f ic ie n c y  and comfort: th e  Golden C ity  says i t  w ell; 
th e  Dark C ity , by c o n tra s t  i s  d i r t y  and d ea th ly . The Golden C ity  
belongs to  th e  w hite  people  o f South A fr ic a , and th e  Dark C ity  to  
th e  b lack  people (S e ro te , 1981, p . 28 ).
E f fe c tiv e ly  employing sim ple images o f  darkness and l i g h t ,  th e  poet 
emphasises th e  p h y s ica l p rox im ity  y e t em otional d is ta n c e  between 
Alexandra and Joh&inesburg. In e x tr ic a b ly  lin k ed  as a re  n ig h t and day, th e  
two 'c i t i e s '  d i f f e r  v a s tly  in  term s o f th e  'q u a l i ty  o f  l i f e 1 they  o f f e r .
The imago o f Alexandra as a 'd i r t y  and dea th ly  g h e tto ' i s  commonly
p a in ted  in  th e  l i t e r a tu r e  o f  th e  tow nship. The p ic tu re  o f extreme
d ep riv a tio n  has, moreover, a l te r e d  l i t t l e  over th e  y ea rs . In  th e  1940s,
A lexandra 's unkempt s t r e e t s ,  absence o f l ig h t in g ,  ex ten siv e  yards ,
overcrowding, th ie v in g  and i l l i c i t  brewing was remarked upon:
Things a re  so oad , . .  th a t  th e  w h ite  peo p le  o f  Grange Grove and 
Norwood and Highlands North got up a p e t i t i o n  to  do away w ith  th e  
p la c e  a l to g e th e r  (Paton, 1948, p . 4 l ) .
'  decade l a t e r  th e  township i s  po in ted  in  a l l  i t s  sq u a lo r as
. . .  an abandoned-looking p lace  o u ts id e  th e  no rth ern  boundaries o f 
Johannesburg, a kind o f v a s t,  smoKing ru b b ish -p ile  picked over by 
voracious humanity. A ll th e  people  wno liv e d  th e re  worked in  
Johannesburg, b u t th e  town d id  n o t own th e  p la c e , no r was i t  
re sp o n s ib le  to  i t .  I t  had th e  aged look o f  a l l  slums -  even the 
e a r th ,  th e  red  d i r t  ro a d s , seemed worn down to  t h e i r  knobbly sh in s , 
and th e re  was no th in g , no b r ic k , p o s t o r p ie c e  o f t i n  th a t  was new 
and had n o t beer, b a tte re d  in  and out o f th e  shape o f a succession  of 
uses -  b u t,  in  f a c t ,  l ik e  every th ing  e ls e  in  Johannesburg, i t  was, 
in  terms o f  human h a b i ta t io n s ,  young, f re s h ,  h ard ly  begun; perhaps 
t h i r t y  o r fo r ty  yea rs  o ld .  From th e  beginning , i t  must have bean a 
p r o l i f e r a t io n  o f  d i r t  and decay . . .  (Gordimer, 1958, p . 130).
As a p la c e  of mean shops and so rd id , patched  and pocked h o v e ls , o f 
naked ch ild re n  and s k e le ta l  dogs, A lexandra was p erce ived  to  ep itom ise 
rr-c ting  drabness (Gordimer, 1963b, pp. 174 and 270). Some twenty years
l a t e r  contemporary w r itin g  reco rds th e  ap p a llin g  p h y s ica l f a b r ic  o f  th e
'D ark C ity 1. Echoing th e  aeed appearance which s tru c k  Unrdismr in  1956,
de R idder (1983, p . 52) 1ikons A lexandra 's ta n g le  of s t r e e t s  and s id e
a l le y s  to  th e  " sca rs  o f  tim a on an o ld  m an's face" :
I t a  a mass of ru s te d  t i n  and ro t te d  b r ic k s  spewed along th e  curve o f 
th e  Jukske i R iver as i t  chews i t s  way through th e  brown e a r th  o f th e  
T rvssvaal h ighveld . I t ' s  a l iv in g  mess . . .  d re a ry , co lo u rle ss  and 
bloody f r ig h te n in g  (de R idder, 1983, p .  52).
In  S e ro te 's  (1981, p . 54) words a ls o ,  Alexandra i s  a "mess", a harsh  
environment plagued by pass re g u la t io n s ,  p o l ic e ,  to r e  s t r e e t s ,  
f r ig h te n in g  crowded houses, ru b b ish , n eg lec ted  anim als and b ru ta l  gangs 
(S e ro te , 1981, pp. 30 and 54).
Y et, f o r  a l l  i t s  g la r in g  m a te r ia l  d e f ic ie n c ie s , A lexandra was p r iz e d  by 
many o f i t s  occupants as a haven, f r e e  o f  many re g u la tio n s  a p p licab le  to  
lo c a tio n s . Once a g a ia , i t  i s  th e  p o e ts  and n o v e l is ts  who have delved 
beneath  th e  p u tr id  su rfa c e  to  uncova- a unique atmosphere and iro n ic a l ly ,  
a profound sense o f  s e c u r i ty  and belonging  which th e  township gave i t s  
in h a b ita n ts .  Through la rg e  p a r ts  o f  such w r i t in g ,  re s id e n ts  voice 
vigorous o p p o s itio n  to  th e  dem olition, o f A lexandra and d isplacem ent o f h e r  
people .
A lexandra 's redeeming atmosphere i s  c ap tu red  in  a manner common to  th a t  
o f  much township w r itin g .  Ao in  th e  ca se s  o f  Sophiatown and to  a le s s e r  
e x te n t Vrededorp, D oom fontoin, D is t r i c t  S ix and even Soweto and 
M arabastad, i t  i s  people and t h e i r  p e c u l ia r  ad ap ta tion  to  and 
transcendence o f  p h y s ica l d e p riv a tio n  th a t  uiase up th e  p e rso n a lity  o f  a 
p la c e .  A lexandra i s  accord ingly  lik en ed  to  a stew  bubbling from th e  
v a r ie ty  and exuberance o f her in h a b i ta n ts • S im ila r t o  o th e r b lack  urban
a reas  i t  i s  during  th e  s t r e e t  scenes, th e  week-end and th e  n ig h ts  th a t  th e
township parades i t s  b e s t  face:
Alex makes i t s  pe-. l i a r  Sunday mornings, afte rnoons and n ig h ts . The 
sun, th e  sm all o f jod , m usic; th e  women in  t h e i r  brand  new Sunday 
s k i r t s  - som ething about th e  way they  walk, th ey  sm ile . They a re  
loud when they  ta lk  o r  laugh - th e  women . . .  hug th e  sun . . .  in  
t h e i r  g e s tu re s  . . .  There i s  a Sunday n o ise  in  A lexandra. I t  p u rrs  
and buzzes . . .  (S o ro te , 1961, pp. 25 -  26)
Even th e  danger o f A lexandra 's s t r e e t s  which were prowled by p e t ty  
c r im in a ls , fe roc ious gangs and e v e r-p re sen t o f f i c i a l s  can tak e  on a 
p o s i t iv e  l ig h t .  Speaking endearing ly  o f  h i s  "home",  one p o e t/n o v e lis t  
r e la te s  th e  persona l s e c u r i ty  th e  township o f fe re d  d e sp ite  i t s  "danger", 
"darkness"  and "hoo ligans"  (Dikobe, 1962, p . 39 ). S ero te  (1981, p . 71) 
proceeds even fu r th e r  acknowledging h is  g ra te fu ln e s s  fo r  th e  "animal 
a g i l i t y ,  a  kind o f  t i g e r  a le r tn e s s  "  and s e lf-d e fe n c e  he was taugh t in  
A lexandra 's s t r e e t s .
In  G ordim er's (1958) A World o f  Strang&rs (th e  f i r s t  novel by a w hite 
w r i te r  to  p e n e tra te  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  township e x is te n c e ) , th e  lead ing  
c h a ra c te r  i s  drawn tow ards and deeply  enriched  by l i f e  in  A lexandra. The 
experience o f l iv in g  in  th e  townships (no tab ly  A lexandra and Sophiatown) 
sheds l i g h t  on a b r i t t l e  ex is te n c e  i n  a f f lu e n t  suburbs o f w hite 
Johannesburg. In  h is  evoca tion  o f th e  two d i s t a n t ,  q u i te  sep a ra te  and 
is o la te d  w orld s, th e  n a r ra to r  o f A World o f  S tra n g ers  makes no bones about 
where h is  p re fe ren ces  l i e .  The c e le b ra tio n  o f l i f e  in  impoverished 
townships such a s  Alexandra does n o t arouse moral o r i n te l le c tu a l  ou trage , 
b u t i s  affirm ed a s  m in is te r in g  to  an em otional nourishm ent.
Aa w i l l  be d iscu ssed  s h o r t ly ,  a flo o d  o f p o e try  which grappled  w ith  th e  
th r e a t  o f  A lexandra 's removal emerged in  th e  la t e  1970s. As i l l u s t r a t e d
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In  th e  th i r d  ch ap te r o f  t h i s  d i s s e r ta t io n ,  re-awakening o f  th e  p o e tic  mode 
o f exp ression  began w ith  th e  b lack  consciousness movement. Although 
i n i t i a l l y  s t i l l  'p r o t e s t ' in  n a tu re ,  l i t e r a t u r e  was d ire c te d  away from 
l ib e r a l  w hite  read ersh ip  tow ards th e  b lack  community w ith  th e  in te n t  o f 
s tim u la tin g  awareness and r e je c t io n  o f b lack  su b o rd in a tio n .
Perm eating th e  more contemporary w r itin g  o f Alexandra i s  th e  meaning 
w ith  which th e  township i s  imbued and th e  sense o f lo s s  brought about by 
i t s  p a r t i a l  c lea ran ce , An im pressive number o f  poems focusing  upon 
Alexandra flowed from th e  work o r  S ero te  who c u r re n tly  e x ile d  in  Botswana, 
knew, loved and was s ep a ra ted  from th e  tow nship. His iv tc n s e ,  
pain-w racked ve rse  re v e a ls  a rem arkable a f f i n i t y  w ith  th e  dying township. 
Another e s ta b lish e d  w r i te r  and fo re ru n n e r o f  b lack  consciousness p o e try  
communicated, th ro i ,h v e rse , h i s  anger a t  A lexandra 's impending doom. In  
keeping w ith  th e  t r a d i t i o n  s e t  by th e  new b lack  p o e try , Gwala (1982) 
w r i te s  w ittt unconcealed b i t te r n e s s  and contempt about th e  w hite  a v a r ic e , 
a u th o r i ty  and m anipulation  confronted  d u ring  A lexandra 's s tru g g le .
A s t r ik in g  phenomenon o f  th e  Alexandra p o e try  i s  i t s  p e r s o n if ic a t io n  o f 
p la c e .  Alexandra i s  endowed w ith  human q u a l i t i e s  su g g es tiv e  o f th e  r a re  
k in sh ip  p re se n t between township and re s id e n t .  In  S e ro te "s  w r itin g s ,  fo r  
example, th e  p la c e  i s  addressed  and symbolised as a mother:
Were i t  p o s s ib le  to  say ,
Mother, I  hdtve seen more b e a u t i fu l  m others,
A most lov ing  mother,
And t e l l  her th e re  I  w i l l  go,
A lexandra, I  would hkvo long gone from you.
('A lex an d ra1, Serote", 1972, p . 22)
As such 's h e ' i s  p a r t  o f h is  b e in g , re p re se n tin g  and embodying th e  p a in , 
anguish , unshakable endurance and h u m ility  o f  b lack  urban liv in g :
And Alexandra
My beginning was kno tted  t o  you,
J u s t  l ik e  you knot my d e s tin y .
You th ro b  in  my in s id e  s i l e n c e s . . .
A lexandra, I  love  you;
When a l l  th e se  w orlds became funny to  me,
I s i l e n t ly  waded back to  you 
And amid th e  rubb le  I  la y .
Simple and b lack
( 'A le x a n d ra ',  S e ro te , 1972, pn . 22-23)
I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  e la b o ra te  on th e  deep sense o f belonging  and p lace 
shown by th e  p o e t. A lexandra 's f i l t h  and decay ("your b re a s ts  oc-e  the  
d i r t y  w aters o f your dongas") and her v io len ce  ("you f r ig h te n  me. Mama /  
You wear exp ressions l ik e  you would be n a s ty  to  me"), cannot loosen o r 
u n fa s ten  h is  t i e  to  h e r ;
I  l i e  f l a t  w hile  o th e rs  walk on me to  f a r  p la c e s . 
I  have.gone from you, many tim es,
( 'A le x a n d ra ', S e ro te , 1972, p . 22)
In  h is  second p o e try  c o l le c t io n  (1974), S e ro te 's  d e sp a ir  o f 
A lexandra 's predicam ent continues to  pervade h is  w r itin g .  H e a r tfe lt  
images o f  t e a r s ,  b lood , mute s tream s, and d ea th  c o e x is t w ith  th e  ro a r  o f 
th e  b u lld o z e r , heaps o f ru b b le , dazed man and women, confused c h iiv re c  and 
d e so la te  s t r e e to  (poems: 'A nother A lexandra1, pp. 59-60 and 'Amen!
Alexandra1, p . 14). R ather th an  prom ising to  r e tu rn  t o  A lexandra to  be 
amid th e  rubb le , S ero te  seems to  mourn y e t accep t th e  to w n sh ip 's  p a ss in g , 
p re se rv in g  i t  as a memory?
Alexandra you a re  a  thunder c lap ,
th a t  f ro z e  in  our h e a r ts
lik e  a moment which becomes a c ru e l memory
('Ament A lexandra ', S e ro te , 1974, p .  14)
At th e  r i s k  o f  d e tra c t in g  from th e  po ignan t r e c o lle c tio n s  o f  A lexandra 
in  S en a te 's  p o e try , th e  g la r in g  c o n tra s t  between th e se  w ritin g s  and th o se  
o f h i s  l a t e r  novel To Every B it th  I t s  Blood (1981) demands a t te n t io n .  
Whereas th e  former a re  sa tu ra te d  w ith  a s tro n g  sense o f p la c e , th e  l a t t e r  
conveys alm ost ex c lu s iv e ly  a m eaningless environm ent: a sense o f  
p la c e le s sn e s s . Passages such as th e  fo llow ing  a re  rep re se n ta tiv e :
But what i s  t h i s  s h i t ,  what i s  t h i s  th in g  c a l le d  Alexandra? Seven
Streets. Twenty-two avenues. Houses. T in  Houses. B rick houses.
Terr. S tr e e ts .  Smell. Dongas. D ir ty  w ater in  s t r e e t .  Dark C ity . The
d e v i l 's  k itc h e n . Township A lex. What i s  t h i s  mess? . . .  P erm its.
P a sse s . P o lice  . . .  What i s  Alexandra? (S e ro te , 1961, p . 41)
E xplanations fo r  th e  c o n tra s tin g  s ty le s  con only be guessed. 
C onsidering  t i e  backgrounds o f th e  p a ssag es , th e  most n o tic e a b le  
d if fe re n c e  occurs in  th e  moment o f  t h e i r  w r it in g .  Thu p oe try  wtv • r i t t e n  
d u ring  th e  p e rio d  o f th e  A lexandra removals and dem olition . Readers tend  
to  regard  th e  H te rd tu re  as p ro te s t  w r i t in g  aimed a t  a sym pathetic , 
p o te n t ia l ly  in f lu e n t ia l  w hite  l ib e r a l  rea d e rsh ip . Yet S e ro te 's  w ritin g  
i s  a lle g e d ly  n o t o v e r tly  p o l i t i c a l  (Levumo, 1982). C r i t ic s  have proceeded 
fu r th e r  to  a s s e r t  th a t  by v ir tu e  o f  i t s  h ig h ly  persona l n a tu re , S e ro te ’s 
w ri t in g  is  n e i th e r  designed  fo r  any p a r t ic u la r  re a d e rsh ip , nor in tended  to  
i n c i te  re a c tio n  by w h ite s . A part from th e se  c o n s id e ra tio n s , th e  p oe try  
may have been conceived and s ta r te d  befo re  th e  confirm ation  of A lexandra 's 
su rv iv a l .  Whatever th e  r e a l  e x p lan a tio n , th e  c o n tra s t  between S e ro te 's  
p o e try  and h is  novel a re  a sp len d id  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f an awkward problem 
con fro n tin g  use o f  l i t e r a tu r e  as a to o l o f  geograph ica l enquiry.
The l a s t  poems about Alexandra to  be c i te d  h e re  m irro r th e  themes 
ev iden t in  S e ro te 's  p o e try . Once aga in  th e  township i s  a t t r ib u te d  tm a n  
q u a l i t i e s  and, as b e fo re , i t  sym bolises end less  s u ffe r in g  and g a l la n t
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s tru g g le .  In  a poem e f f e c t iv e ly  t i t l e d  'A lexandra (Tiutigad o n )1, Moloto 
s t a te s :
I  remember your f le s h ,  b u l le t- r id d le d .
Reddish soaking c lo th es  
D ripping l ik e  a b lan k e t on e l in e  
Drops sh rin k in g  s o i l  below.
M soai's re ig n
Your wound deepened when frien d s
Divorced you to  marry Theobisa and Soweto . . .
I  remember your people 
Winking you to  s ta y .
Leaders drunk w ith  fa tig u e  
Dragging you from a w hispering  death .
Although h u r t  you trudged  on.
('A lexandra  (Trudged o n ) ' Moloto, 1960, p . 20)
The concluding ve rse  cap tu re s  b e a u t i fu l ly  th e  u n flin ch in g  communal s p i r i t
o f a  people  determ ined to  save a dying home. Courageous c o lla b o ra tio n
between r e s o lu te  in h ab ita n ts  and exhausted lead ers  w ille d  th e  township to
su rv iv e . Those who l e f t  were b n -  V  t r a i t o r s ,  th e  new a rea s  they
in h a b ite d , "d ise a se s" . M olo to 's lh".. ' our wound deepened when fr ie n d s  /
D ivorced you to  marry Thembisa and Soweto" e r e  an echo o f  I.sngw ati’s
. . .  Dear la t e  A le / . . .
I  remember th e  d is e a se s  you 
su ffe red  from, D iepkloof 
Meadowlands, T he iM sa . K lip sp ru it" .
(A le x a n d ra ' ,  Lengwati: 1978, p . 32)
and Gwala's
. . .  Alexandra
your sons a re  e x ited  
to  boxhouses 
o f d iepk loo f 
meadowlands 
them bisa
bu t always 
they  re tu rn
to  your g u tte red  s t r e e t s  
to  your squeezed y a rd s . . .
( 'A le x a n d ra ',  Gwala, 1977, p . 46)
Only in  Gwala'a p o e try  i s  th e  w hite  person n o t spared  th e  blame fo r 
A lexandra 's f a t e .  Gwala goes beyond exp ressing  h is  a f fe c tio n  fo r 
A lexandra to  a t ta c k  th e  ne ighbouring  causa o f  i t s  d e te r io r a t io n .  
M a te r ia l is t  g reed  (embodied in  e l i t e  w hite Sandton suburb) o p e ra tin g  
through fo u l laws i s  th e  t a r g e t  o f  Gwala's d isg u s t:
Alexandra . . .
The en r ich in g  m onster th a t  i s  GOLD 
p ie rc e s  e l e c t r i c  eyes in to  you,
Threatens ev ery th in g  b lack  
- Sandton seems to  f l o a t  upon a sea 
o f  sand
In  which i s  deeped th e  a rena blood 
o f  your sons
By greedy landgrabbers you a re  made 
to  be a p a i r  o f  s c is s o r s  
to  cu t through th e  d i r t y  c lo th  
o f Group Areas in h ib i t io n .
( 'E x i t  A lexandra -  2 3 :5 :7 * ',  Gwala, 1982, pp. 27-28)
These words, as indeed much o f th e  w ritin g  about Alexandra, were 
in sp ire d  by th e  b lack  consciousness movement o u tlin e d  in  th e  previous 
ch ap te r . Whereas th e  l i t e r a t u r e  examined shares themes id e n t i f ie d  in  th e  
p r o te s t  w r itin g  about Sophiatown, th e  urgency o f i t s  message i s  more 
c h a r a c te r i s t ic  o f contemporary Sowetan p o e try . The p o e tic  mode o f  much o f 
tl.o  l i t e r a t u r e  fu r th e r  c o n tr a s ts  w ith  th e  dom inantly p rose form o f 
Sophiatown and slumyard w r itin g .  In  meaning and in te n t ,  however, 
A lexandra’s  l i t e r a tu r e  d ev ia te s  l i t t l -  from th e  l i t e r a t u r e  observed in  
th e  Sophiatown example. T his i s  so in  s p i te  o f  th e  f i f te e n  to  twenty 
yea rs  which lapsed  between p r o l i f e r a t io n  o f  th e  two l i t e r a tu r e s .  On a 
p h y s ica l p lan e , Alexandra and Sophiatown shared  rundown appearances and 
l i f e s ty l e s  rem in iscen t o f  slum e x is te n c e . Balanced ag a in s t th e se  
ta n g ib le  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  was t h e i r  sp o n tan e ity , chaos and warmth as 
brought o u t i n  th e  ob se rv a tio n s o f c re a tiv e  w r i te r s .  In  th e  A lexandra 
case  too , t h i s  inform ation  ia  absen t o r w ithheld  from o f f i c i a l  in form ation  
eo a rc e s . F in a l ly ,  th e  d em olition  of p a r ts  o f Alexandra and displacem ent
o£ h e r  in h a b ita n ts  t o  Soweto k in d led  a sp a te  o f sm ouldering p o e try  which 
was n o t d is s im ila r  to  th e  em bitte red  p ro se  provoked by th e  slvmyard and 
Sophiatewn removals. This l i t e r a tu r e  affirm s th e  sense o f  p lace  and 
belonging  which th e  township affo rd ed  i t s  occupants.
Apart from age and e ra , th e  s in g le  g re a te s t  d iffe re n c e  between th e  
r e a l i t y  o f  b lack  se ttlem en t which germ inated th e  l i t e r a t u r e  considered  so 
f a r ,  and th a t  o f Soweto, i s  th a t  u n lik e  A lexandra, Sophiatown and th e  
s lim y a rd s, Sow eto's permanence has never y e t been a t  r i s k .  Consequences 
fo r  her own l i t e r a tu r e  a re  explored  below.
S ow eto
Many v ic tim s  o f repea ted  'slum  c le a ra n c e ' in  m e  Johannesburg a rea  l iv e  
in  Soweto, which in  a r i s in g  t i d e  o f b lack  consciousness and w hite  shame 
has become th e  su b jec t o f  ex ten siv e  l i t e r a r y  s c ru tin y .  Housing c lo se  on 
one and h a l f  m illion, p eo p le , th e  tow nship has acqu ired  th e  s ta tu s  o f a 
g h e tto  symbolic o f dehum anisation, opp ression  and in s t i tu t io n a l i s e d  
v io len ce . T his home o f b u t a f r a c t io n  o f South A f r ic a 's  d isp o ssessed , is  
d escribed  by a jo u r n a l i s t  as " . . .  a  v ib ra t in g ,  p u lsa tin g , and complex 
w orld where v io len ce , p o v e rty , i n ju s t i c e ,  crim e and d e sp a ir  c o e x is t  w ith  
th e  lau g h te r  o f c h ild re n , companionship, compassion and d e te rm ina tion  
. . . "  (Leo, 1978, p . 1 ). I t s  l i t e r a r y  re p re se n ta tio n , a lthough m irro r o f 
most o f th e se  a sp e c ts , f a i l s  (o r  d e l ib e ra te ly  avoids) to  evoke th e  sense 
o f  p lace c h a ra c te r i s t ic  o f th e  township l i t e r a t u r e  j u s t  examined. The 
overwhelming emphasis by b lack  and w h ite  w r ite r  a l ik e  i s  upon r e la t in g  th e  
a p p a llin g  co n d itio n s in  an a u s te re  and h o s t i l e  environm ent.
In  th e  ensuing p re se n ta tio n  th e  image o f Soweto rev ea led  in  b lack  and 
w hite  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  i s  Illu m in a ted . D esc rip tio n s  o f th e  
p h y s ica l co n d itio n s in  th e  township a re  la id  out and such pervasive  images 
as darkness , d i r t  and d ea th , and themes o f v io le n c e , f e a r ,  a lie n a tio n  and 
p lace lea sn ess  a re  id e n t i f ie d  in  th e  w ritin g .
'."hose w r i te rs  t o  have expressed  t h e i r  im pressions of Soweto in  
l i t e r a t u r e  c o n s is te n tly  rev ea l th e  a l ie n a t io n  which th ey  experienced  from 
th e  tow nship. To one a u th o re ss , th e  p lace  i s  one where d e f in i t io n s  a re  
p e r s i s te n t ly  cha llenged . In  h e r  own words:
houses (a re )  th e  outhouses o f  v h i t i  suburbs,
two-windows-one-door, m u ltip lie d  in  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  rows, th e  hovels 
w ith  t i n  le a n - to s  sh e l te r in g  huge o ld  American ca rs  blowzy w ith  
gad g e ts ; th e  fancy suburban b u rg la r  b a rs  on mean windows o f  t in y  
cab in s ; th e  roaming c h ild re n , w olverine dogs, hobbled donkeys, f a t  
naked b ab ie s , vagabond ch ickens and drunks weaving, o ld  men 
s ta r in g ,  a u th o r i ta t iv e  women sh o u ting , boys in  ra g s , t a r t s  in  
f in e ry ,  th e  sm ell o f o f f a l  cooking, th e  n e a t pa tch es o f  m ealies 
between shebeen yards s t in k in g  o f  beer and u r in e ,  th e  l i t t e r  o f 
tw ice -d isca rd ed  p o sse ssio n s, f i r s t  thrown out by th e  w hite  man and 
then  p icked  over by th e  b lack  (Gordimer, 1979, p . 149).
The com bination o f s ig h ts ,  sounds and sm ells i s  repe.’. la n t.  Whereas th e  
au th o ress  in  q u es tio n  had found an in ta n g ib le  a p p ea l, an in d e fin ab le  
v i t a l i t y ,  beneath th e  squa lo r o f  Alexandra and p a r t ic u la r ly  Sophiatown, 
Soweto seems n o t t o  have a s in g le  redeeming a t t r i b u t e .  C hildren  roam 
ra th e r  than  p lay  and g ig g le ;  women shout r a th e r  th a n  g ossip  and laugh. 
The in a b i l i t y  o f th e  w hite  o u ts id e r  to  id e n t i fy  w ith  th e  township 
environment i s  sp e lle d  o u t by an o th er au th o re ss . On a Journey through 
Soweto, she was h o r r i f ie d  by th e  sq u a lid  houses, r u t te d  roads, l i t t e r  and 
s ta r in g  peop le . She f e l t  h e r s e l f  " rip p ed  o u t o f tim e , h u rled  in to  th a t  
sq u a lid  and p ic tu re sq u e  p a s t conjured  up by n in e teen th  cen tu ry  
i l l u s t r a t o r s  -  th e  wo 1 o f C harles D ickens’ London o r  Hogarth -  n o t my 
w orld a t  a l l "  (Marquard, 1977, p . 56 ).
W hite d iscom fort and a l ie n a t io n  in  Soweto i s  shockingly  cap tured  in  
L ione l • Abrahams1 1 Soweto F u n e ra l1 (1979, pp. 14 -lfi) . The Johannesburg 
po e t had t r a v e l le d  through th e  township "Unwishingly in te n t  /  to  reach  one 
Sunday suburb more /  o f m orta l knowledge". R ather than  focusing  upon th e  
fu n e ra l a c t i v i t i e s  to  which he i s  s p e c ta to r ,  he i s  mesmerised by th e  
surroundings where a
. . .  dorm itory world o f low new hu ts
in  ranked b a t ta l io n s ,  uniform  by blocks 
q u i l t s  th e  t i l t i n g  hugeness o f th e  ve ld
House p a tte rn s  A,B,G,D
in  tu rn  i n s i s t  t h e i r  o rd e r t o  ou r eyes
('Soweto F u n e ra l1, Abrahams e t  a l ,  1975, pp. 14-16)
As w hite  c i t y  dw e lle r he i s  es tran g ed  by th a  " ru le d " , " ta b u la te d ” , f la t  
tow nship la id  out in  " r ig id  rows" which dare  n o t " in te r ru p t  th e  sky /  o r 
c u r t a i l  d is ta n c e s” . He i s  reduced to  th e  s ta tu s  v f  " to u r i s t "  who s tra y s  
" th e  nameless ra v e l le d  s t r e e t s  o f /  . . .  l iv e  ignorance".
F or th e  most p a r t ,  b lack  South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e  ch ro n ic le s  th e  
adverse  p h y s ica l co n d itio n s in  v a rio u s suburbs o f  Soweto and th e  
dehumanised, a n t i - s o c ia l  v io len ce  and bloodshed they b reed . W riting  does 
l i t t l e  to  conceal an ex is ten ce  o f "only  chaos and d e sp a ir  in  th e  jumbled 
sh a tte re d  ex is te n c e  o f th e  Soweto G hetto” ( T la l i ,  1981, p . 13).
Among th e  Soweton ’subu rbs ' t r e a te d  in  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  Orlando and i t s  
"u lc e r"  (M phahlele, 1959, p . 203), th e  ad jo in in g  sq u a t te r  se ttlem en t 
known as Shanty Town. The world o f Orlando was "a  p i t  o f  darkness, 
darkness charged w ith  scream s, g roans, y e l l s ,  c r ie s ,  lau g h te r  and s ing ing  
. . ,  humanity gasp ing  fo r  a i r  . . .  l i f e  thrown in to  a barbed-w ire  tang le"  
(M phahlele, 1959, p . 204). In  M phahlele 's op in ion  th e  township was a 
g lo r i f ie d  v e rs io n  o f P r e to r ia 's  Marabastad (M phahlele, 1959, p . 203). The
on ly  ta r r e d  reads le d  to  a u th o r i ty  i n  th e  form o f th e  w hite 
su p e rin ten d en t. There was no w ater-borne sewerage o r  e l e c t r i c i t y .  The 
iro n y  of th e  absence o f  th e  l a t t e r  in  th e  immediate v ic in i ty  o f th e  
Orlando Power S ta t io n  w hich Lights th e  Golden C ity  i s  t ra n sp a re n t;
The power s ta t io n  looms loud 
I t  s tan d s  c le a r  ag a in s t th e  sky 
This sou rce  o f  c i t y  l ig h t  
High above
The sob sack ing  shanty p l ig h ts  . . .
The power s ta t io n  
I s  n o t £<••$ t h e i r  g lo ry ,
Ever o r  ev e r in  th e  unsw itehabie  n ig h t
( ln ’r1 rtfiflr. • A LMni*.ei.h<m6
I f  th e  cramped three-room ed sub-economic houses o f  th e  township 
ep itom ised  b leak  l iv in g ,  co n d itio n s i n  th e  "sob sacking  shanty  p l ig h ts "  in  
th e  v a lle y  between Orlando E ast and Orlando West were in f in i t e ly  more 
d ism al. Shanty Town f i r s t  rece ived  l i t e r a r y  a t te n t io n  in  P a to n 's  Cry, th e  
B eloved C ountry. The spontaneous s q u a t te r  s e ttle m e n t was a su rv iv a l 
response to  th e  ch ro n ic  housing sh o rtag e  fo llow ing  th e  tremendous in f lu x  
o f  b lacks to  Johannesburg in  th e  p a r ly  1940s, i t s e l f  » movement stim u la ted  
by labour o p p o rtu n itie s  in  wartime in d u s try . P a to n 's  appa ren tly  a c su ra ts  
docum entation o f  th e  housing c r i s i s  (P inchuk, 1963) was 'm doubtedly meant 
to  r a i s e  o u tc ry  among in f lu e n t ia l  w h ite  l ib e r a l s .  He t e l l s  o f  th e  
p a in s tak in g  sea rch  fo r  accommodation and o f  th e  b r ib e ry  and co rru p tio n  i t  
occasioned  (echoed l a t e r  in  M atshoba's w r i t in g ) .  The c lim a c tic  outcome o f 
th e  c r i s i s  was th e  emergence overn igh t o f Shanty Town, a conglom eration o f 
" t r a g ic  h a b ita t io n s "  com prising an amazing v a r ie ty  o f in g re d ie n ts ; 
sack in g , co rruga ted  i ro n ,  wood, h es s ia n , g ra ss  . . . "  (Paton, 1948, pp. 49 
and 57 ). The im provised r ic k e ty  s t r u c tu r e s ,  poverty  and squa lo r of th e  
s e ttle m e n t to g e th e r  w ith  th e  a s to n ish in g  r e s i l i e n c e  among i t s  people i s  
p o ig n an tly  cap tu red  by both  Paton and M phahlelo.
( 'O rlando;  W in te rti e ', l ip k in ,  1957 p. 99)
Housing in  P im v ille , ano ther o f  th e  o r ig in a l  se c tio n s  o f Soweto was 
e q u a lly  b iz a r re  and d esp e ra te . I t  was a " v i l la g e  o f  h a lf - ta n k s  used as 
h om es"  (Patr-n, 1946, p . 61 ). Jabavu (1963, p .  206) no te s  w ith  h o rro r th e  
" p u rg a to r ia l"  co n d itio n s in  th e  tow nship. A llegedly  a tem porary 
s e ttle m e n t, e m T ankin i surv ived  fo r  over h a l f  a cen tu ry .
The newer 'subu rba ' o f contemporary Sawetc a re  po rtray ed  w ith  gloom and
d e sp a ir  n o t d is s im ila r  to  accounts a lread y  c i te d .  C uriously  named 'W hite
C ity  Jabavu* fe a tu re s  in  one o f  M tsh a li 's  poems:
I  d o n 't  see 
any th ing  w hite 
in  t h i s  White C ity  -  
j u s t  th e  blackness 
o f  a widow's garments 
o f  mourning.
Maybe th e  only 
w hiteness is
o f  a w a i f 's  tf le th  th a t  c h a t te r  
in  th e  hungry mouth.
w hite  e y e -b s ll
o f  a plundered  corpso,
ly in g  in  th e  g u t te r .
Around me 
i s  th e  gloomy 
s t r e e t  com er 
where dark fig u re s  
d a r t  t o  dea l 
a  deadly  blow 
on passersby .
women scream 
in  Borrow and d esp a ir 
d ry ing  th e  gay r iv e re  
o f  carousors
to  ponder
b u t what i s  w hite
in  White C ity  Jabavu?
('W hite C ity  Jab av u ', M tsh a li, 1971, p . 70)
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O ther th an  th e  p o e t 's  in d ig n a tio n  a t  th e  irony  o f th e  su b u rb 's  
in a p p ro p ria te  nama, n o tic e  th e  abundant use o f  images o f d ea th , darkness 
and v io le n c e . The p o r t r a i t  o f  White C ity  Jabavu i s  both r e p re s e n ta tiv e  o f 
th e  la rg e r  Soweto and an o v e rr id in g  theme in  Soweto l i t e r a tu r e .  Images o f 
d u s t,  d i r t  and rubbish  p o in t t o  a choking environment under which 
a sp ira tio n s  arid ambivions a re  buriied. E x tra c ts  from poems preoccupied  
w ith  th e  s t i f l i n g  township in c lu d e  th e  fa llo w in g  co n tr ib u tio n  by one who
i  have Been rubb ish  b in s  
b u t Soweto i s  th e  b e s t one 
she con ta in s  th e  garbage 
o f  a l l  ages
('V uka , Kanaka, I960, p . 42)
A second p o e t im plores us to :
Look deep in to  th e  g h e tto  
And see  modernised graves 
Where on ly  th e  l iv in g  dead  e x is t  
Mauacled by chains 
So a s  n o t t o  r e s i s t
Look th e  g h e tto  over 
You w il l  see  smog hover 
And d u s t choking 
The l i f e la s s - l iv in g -d e e d
( The G h e t to ', Maponya, 1980, p . 9)
S ev e ra l l in e s  o f y e t ano ther poem p o in t fu r th e r  to  t h i s  e x p e r ie n t ia l
landscape o f  p la c o le s sn e s s :
th e se  s t r e e t s  a re  bloody d i r ty  
th e s e  s t r e e t s  go noWhore
th ey  ve woven th e  c h ild re n  o f  t h i s  town in to  t h e i r  dust
th e y 'v e  woven to  nowhere
th e se  s t r e e t s  a re  d i r t y  and duaty
th e y  ve made th e  c h ild re n  o f  t h i s  town gasp in  t h e i r  dongas
('N o Baby Must Weep , S e ro te , 1975, p . 46)
In  keeping  w ith  i t n  o r ig in s ,  Soweto remains l i t t l e  more th a t  a  labour 
e n tre p S t, a p lace  which has never been allow ed to  evolve in to  a c i t y  w ith
an .In fra s tru c tu re  and f a c i l i t i e s  b e f i t t i n g  th e  s iz e  o f  i t s  p o p u la tio n .
One g la r in g  symbol o f Soweto's « . i '  as a labour camp a re  th e  h o s te ls  which
house m ainly th o se  men sep a ra ted  from f h e i r  fa m ilie s  by th e  in f lu x  c o n tro l
laws. These 's i n g l e ' q u a r te rs  a re  among th e  most pe rn ic io u s f a c e ts  o f
Suwetan l iv in g  to  re c e iv e  l i t e r a r y  a t te n t io n .  M atshoba's (1981)
p ro v o c a tiv e ly  t i t l e d  'To K il l  a H an's P r id e ' probes deeply  th e  e v i l  o f
h o s te l  l i f e .  The opening liner, to  h is  s to ry  read?
Every man i s  born  w ith  a c e r ta in  amount o f p r id e  in  h is  humanity.
But I  have come to  b e liev e  th a t  p r id e  i s  on ly  a m orta l th in g , and 
th a t  th e re  a re  many ways to  d e stro y  i t .  One su re  way i s  to  ta k e  a 
man and p la c e  him in  a  Soweto h o s te l  (Matshoba, 1981, p .  104).
Matoh.oba la sh es  out a t  Mzlmhlope h o s te l ,  home o f some twenty thousand 
m ig ran t la b o u re rs , as a "shameful p la c e " , Sow eto's own "Auschwitz1' ,  a 
r o t t i n g ,  n eg lec ted  unhygienic p ig s ty  o f  deprived  men liv in g  in  " th e  low est 
s t a t e  o f  d e re l ic t io n " .  F o rty -e ig h t men occupied each " f i f t y  pace long" 
dorm itory:
There i s  a b so lu te ly  no p riv acy  th e re .  You s le e p  in  your corner of 
th e  c lo s e t ,  o r th e  d o o r- lik e  l id  o f  a b r ic k  k i s t  in  which you a re  
supposed to  keep your p o sse ss io n s , a  m etre  from th e  man nex t t o  you 
and th e  men below you (Matshoba, 1981, p . 117).
In  t h i s  debasing , inhumane environment in  p a r t ic u la r  and in  Soweto in  
g e n e ra l,  murder and v io len ce  i s  r i f e .  This i s  n o t to  suggest th a t  i t  i s  an 
e x c lu siv e  fe a tu re  o f Soweto. Sophiatown and Alexandra, a lso  had th e i r  
sh a re  o f  gangsterism  and danger. Nowhere, however, i s  th e  l i t e r a r y  
trea tm en t o f  v io len ce  as preoccupying aa « t i s  in  th e  Soweto example. Two 
lead in g  b lack  South A frican  p o e ts , namely, Sepamla and M tshali have 
w r i t te n  ex ten s iv e ly  o f b r u ta l i ty  in  Soweto. One c r i t i c  has no ted  th e  
aaton iiih ing  number of words in  Sepamla’ s poe t y sh a t embrace th e  concept 
o f  f e a r .  They in c lude  t e r r o r ,  f le e in g ,  cowed, sca red , alarm, f r a n t ic ,  
cowardly, hounded, p an ic , s c u r ry , s c u t t l e  and trem ble (February, 1982).
S ep ao la 's  c o l le c t io n ,  i r o n ic a l ly  t i t l e d  The Softato i  love (1977), 
r e f l e c t s  th e  t e r r o r  o f one South A frican  landscape in  which, l i f e  i s  a 
n igh tm are.
The world and th e  ex is te n c e  p re sen ted  in  M tsh a li 's  d is tu rb in g ly  v iv id  
p o e try  about b lack  urban l i f e  i s  eq u a lly  d is to r te d  and t i l t n d .  Many of 
tv' su b je c ts  a re  th e  v ic tim s o f  v io le n t ly  s e l f  - d e s tru c tiv e  and 
an t.'.-eo c ia l behaviour (hdeba le , 1982). For in s ta n c e , a net;ly born baby is  
abandoned on a cubbish heap and a ttack ed  by scavenging dogs. The h o r r i f i c  
event r- >nals th e  everyday alm ost m a t te r -o f - f a c t  r e a l i t y  o f township 
poverty ,fa n t m o r ta li ty  and fam ily  d is in te g ra t io n .  In  y e t another poem, 
a  man having  paused to  watch a  s e n se le ss  murder on h is  way to  church, 
s au n te rs  home w ith  "h e a r t  as l i g h t  as an an g e l’s  h is s "  ( 'J u s t  a p a s s e rb y ', 
M tsha ll, 1971, p . 74). L ite  i s  so p re c a r io u s  th a t  even th e  d ig n ity  o f 
dy ing  i s  b e l i t t l e d .  I t  i s  reduced to
th e  m is tre ss  
w ith  whom we 
b razen ly  c a rry  on 
a s  i l l  . i t  love a f f a i r  
th a t  ends only 
i n  th e  grave
( ‘Death -  th e  t a r t ' ,  M tsh a ll,  1971, p . 80)
In  Soweto
N ig h tfa ll  comes l ik e  
a d raan iu  d isea se  
seep ing  through th e  pores 
o f  a h ea lth y  body 
and ravag ing  i t  beyond re p a ir
A m urderer's  hand
lu rk in g  in  th e  shadows
c la sp in g  th e  dagger
s t r ik e s  down th e  h e lp le s s  v ic t im . . .
Man has ceased  to  be man 
Man has become b east 
Men has become p rey  . . .
( 'N ig h t f a l l  in  Soweto' ,  M tsh a li, 1971, pp. 58-59)
environm ent. L ife  i s  so warped th a t  n a tu ra l  p rocesses a re  lik en ed  to  
g h a s tly  s ic k n e s s . The ca su a lty  ward o f Sow eto's la rg e s t  h o s p i ta l  i s  
l ikened  to  a b a t t l e f i e ld :
. . .  v ic tim s o f war
waged in  the dark  a l le y
flocked  in. c a r s ,  ta x is ,  ambulances and tru ck s
D octors d a r tin g
from p lace  t o  p lace
w ith  h a r r ie d  nurses a t  t h e i r  s id e
F-oi i t ' s  F rid ay  n ig h tl
Everybody a en joy ing
in  Soweto
( 'I n ta k e  n ig h t -  Baragwanath H o s p i ta l ',  M tsha li, 1971, p .  56)
The w orld o f Soweto i s  one where v io len ce  i s  an in te g ra l  p a r t  o f ex is te n c e  
red u c ib le  even to  en te rta in m en t. This obsession  w ith  v io len ce  i s  n o t 
uOiifined to, th e  works o f  e s ta b lish e d  w r i te r s .  Less well-known po e ts  a re  
eowa.lly r e s o lu te  in  t h e i r  view o f  Soweto as harbour "o f crime and fo rced  
iv..r?iment /  Enslaved by a ilm en ts and darkness" ('Soweto I s  . 
‘h a th a , 1978, p .  33 ). L e tlh ag o 's  s h o r t ,  c h i l l in g  poem reads
V a is t l i t t l e  vo ices
The fo lk -songs a re  su bsid ing
The b lack  slum bering g ia n t
I s  go ing  to  s le e p
And d ea th ly  fe a r  g r ip s  my h e a r t
( 'Sow eto V i l la g e ',  L etlhage, 1980, p . U )
Soweiu i s  p resen ted  across tim e and "in a wide range o f works, as a 
b ru ta l  environm ent; one which nega tes  normal l iv in g .  The s ta rk  d iffe re n c e  
in  l i t e r a r y  trea tm en t o f Soweto as compared to  th a t  o f th e  townships 
examined ‘in-v iously  i s  t ra c e a b le  to  th e  b lack  conscious movement o f th e  
1970s a'.z i t s  a sso c ia ted  heightened  awareness o f r a c ia l  p re ju d ic e  and 
opptSB,-- . W rite rs  may d e lib e ra te ]  y f a i l  to  rev ea l th e  co lour and l i f e
In  th e  township so as to  s id e -s V  accu sa tio n s o f subm itting  to  
su b o rd in a tio n . P a rad o x ica lly , however, th e  b lack  consciousness l i t e r a tu r e  
o f A lexandra township dw ells upon th e  community, v i t a l i t y  and sen se  of 
p la c e  w ith which th e  township ob liged  i t s  in h a b ita n ts .  I t  may a lso  have 
been th a t  re a c t io n  to  th e  imminent d e s tru c tio n  o f Sophiatown, th e  
slum yards and Alexandra thax in c i te d  n o s ta lg ic  w r ite rs  to  am plify th e  
a s s e ts  o f th o se  p la c e 1!.
In d ic a tiv e  o f u n fa il in g  p e rc e p tio n  o f  Soweto as an a lie n a tin g  
environm ent, even th e  most e l i t e  a rea  o f  th e  tow nship, S e lec tio n  Perk , has 
"som ething u n s e t t le d  about i t . "  "The houses, th e  laws, b r ic k s  and m orta r, 
th e  neighbours -  ev ery th in g  i s  new o r so  i t  f e e l s .  The s t r e e t s  a re  ta r r e d  
and th e re  a re  pavements o f s o r t s  in  t h i s  p a r t  o f Soweto . . .  No. 5444 is  
where I  l iv e "  (Manganyi, w rit in g  o f M phahlele, 1983, p . 10). The l a t t e r  
sen tence  i s  p regnan t w ith  im p lica tio n . M phahlele 's house i s  defined  not 
by i t s  appearance o r  s t r e e t  name, f o r  example, b u t by number. I t  i s  
fu rtherm ore n o t d escribed  as h is  home but where 'h e  l i v e s ' .  The 
im pression c re a te d  i s  one o f p la c e le s sn e s s . Sow eto's a l ie n a ^ u g  e f f e c ts  
seem to  ex tend  acro ss  so c ia l  s t r a t a ,  ac ro ss  in d iv id u a l suburbs, to ss  
tim e and acro ss  ra c e . This no tw ith stan d in g , th e re  a re  s c a t te r e d  l i t e r a r y  
re fe ren ceo  to  some k ind  o f s e c u r i ty  and belonging  th a t  th e  spraw ling 
g h e tto  has f a i le d  t o  muzzle.
On h e r  r e tu rn  v i s i t  to  South A frica  Jabavu (1963) is  s tru c k  by th e  l i f e  
end harmony in  a  s p e c ta c le  o f men, women and ch ild re n  laughing , l iv in g  and 
p lay in g  o b liv io u s  o f and in  c o n tr a s t  to  t h e i r  sq u a lid  surroundings. 
Matshoba (1979, pp. 92-106) r e f e r s  to  h i s  "dear o ld  Mzimhlope township"; 
" to  me i t  i s  home, and no p lace  i s  b e t t e r  th an  home". As Soweto spraw ls 
" to  th e  horizons lik e  a reposing  g ia n t"  he "could not he lp  fe e lin g
som ething lik e  awe, a c lu tc h  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  my b e in g .” Having been away
. some weeks he has missed " th e  qu icksand o f  lo c a tio n  l i f e "  in  which
th e re  i s  "never a d u ll  moment". The ambivalence in  H atshoba 's "bftlovad
kennel,", in  h is  "unbearably v ib ra n t . . .  labour camp" cannot be overlooked.
H is ju x ta p o s itio n  of (m'loArnsent and lau d a to ry  a d je c tiv e s  w ith  demeaning
metaphors i s  deeply  i ro n ic .  So too  is  Sopam la's s ta tem en t:
I  love you Soweto
I 'v e  done so long befo re
th e  summer swallow d e fe rred  you
I  have bemoaned tn e  sw ell o f  death
hanging on your neck l ik e  an a lb a tro s s
I  have hated  th e  s tench  o f  your blood
blood made to  flow  in  every  s t r e e t
b u t I  have taken  courage
in  th e  thought th a t
th o se  who -nether your back
w il l  c a r ty  on w ith  th e  job
o f b u ild in g  anew
a body o f being
from th e  ashas in  th e  ground
( 'S o f a to ',  Saponin, 197*.. no. <12-24)
The poem stan d s  o u t in  a volume in  whicli tho  mood is  one o f u t t e r
pessimism. S ep a a la 's  lave  i s  fox Soweto’s  poepln and th e  undaunted
perseverance th ey  sym bolise. His words hold in to n a tio n s  o f ou tage,
s t r e n g th ,  ch a llenge  and unbreakable d e te rm ina tion  in  th e  w i l l  to  su rv ive
and tranofi^nd s u f fe r in g .
As much as any place , Soweto in  complex, and th e  essence o f  l i f e  th e re  
r e s i s t s  easy c la s s i f i c a t i o n  '.nd d e s c r ip tio n ,  io  th e  e x ten t p o ss ib le  
Sepamla (1976) has perhaps been b tiv .or ab le  than  most to  illu m in a te  tho  
d iv e r s i ty  o f th e  township where d e f in i t io n s  f a i ‘ where a u th o rity  and hope 
a re  ever p re s e n t;  whore images a re  d i s to r te d  and an a lo g ies  warped:
The b lu e s  i s  th e  shadow o f a cop
dancing th e  Im m orality Act j i t t e r b u g
th e  b lu es  i s  th e  Group Areas Act and a l l  i t s  j iv e
th e  b lu e s  i s  th e  Bantu E ducation Act and i t s  im provisations
th e  b lu es  i s  th o se  many words s a id  to  re p a ir
yeste rdays f i l l e d  ag a in  and ag a in  by to d a y ’s p ro m ise s .. .
( 'T h e  b lu e s  i s  you In  m e ',  Sepamla, 1976, p .  ?)
The a u s te r i ty  o f  Sowoto's a r t i f i c i a l  environment and th e  p reda to ry  
l i f e s t y l e  and p r iv a tio n s  i t  b reeds a re  d ram a tica lly  s p e lle d  o u t in  
l i t e r a t u r e .  Once again  th e  su b je c tiv e  world observed by po e ts  and 
n o v e lis ts  alm ost co n crd d ic ts  th e  Im pression conveyed by conventional 
Inform ation  so u rces . C ontrary to  th e  o f f i c i a l  docum entations of 
Sophiatown which dw ells upon th e  tow nsh ip 's  slunnninass, government 
r e p o r ts  emphasise th e  r a c i a l  p u r i ty  and n e a t o rd e r lin e s s  o f  Soweto. 
Whereas l i t e r a r y  sources h ig h lig h te d  th e  em otional a f f i n i t y  w ith  
Sophiatown, many re v e a l an em otional a l ie n a t io n  from S w o te . l a  tandem 
w ith  th e  co n triv ed  e s tab lishm en t o t  th e  tow nship, th e  e x p e r ie n tia l  
landscape o f  Soweto whicft emerges in  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  one o f p lftce le ssn ess . 
The co n sis ten cy  w ith  which w r i te r s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  evoke th e  wretchedness o f 
l i f e  in  Soweto to g e th e r  wAth th e  absence o f sc h o la r ly  p e n e tra tio n  in to  th e  
su b je c tiv e  realm  o f th e  tow nship adds w eight t o  th e  case t o r  a l i t e r a r y  
geography th e re .
D o m in a n t T h e m e s  in  T o w n s h ip  L i t e r a tu r e
The q u estio n  stiiich a r i s e s  frczn th e  p reced ing  exam ination o f  th e  
p h y s ica l co n d itio n s , d a ily  a c t i v i t i e s  and p erso n a l experiences in  
Johannesburg 's slum yards, Sophiatown, Alexandra and Soweto i s  w hether 
th e re  a re  re c u rre n t themes and to p ic s  which th read  through th e  l i t e r a tu r e .  
In  th e  follow ing  se c tio n ,  s e v e ra l dominant th reads iu  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  c i te d  
a te  drawn to g e th e r  fo r  d isc u ss io n . They inc lude  c o i t r a s t  between b lack  
tow nship and w hite  c i t y ,  monotony versus v a r ie ty ,  lo c a tio n  versus 
freeh o ld  a re a , p h y s ica l d ep riv a tio n  and p o verty , p o lic e  and o f f i c i a l  
in te rv e n tio n , v io lenco  and dem olition , and lo s s .
The f i r s t  s ig n if ic a n t  theme demanding e lu c id a tio n  concerns th e  
s t r i k in g  d iffe re n c e  observed in  l i t e r a t u r e  between b lack  and w hite 
w orlds; between b lack tow nships/suburbs and w hite  c it ie s /to w n s , S ero te  
(1981, p .  28) a s s e r ts  th a t  a lthough Alexandra i s  on ly  n in e  m iles from th e  
Golden C ity  ce n tre , " th e  d if fe re n c e  between th e  two i s  l ik e  n ig h t and 
day". In  Johannesburg i t s e l f  " th e  w hite and b lack  worlds which j o s t l e  one 
ano th e r on th e  same pavement a re  y e t f a r th e r  a p a r t  th an  th e  s ta r s  
them selves" (H uddleston, 1956, p . 14). The g ro a t g u lf  between c i t y  and 
tow nship i s  f e l t  by w h ite  and b lack  w r i te r  a l ik e .  C o n trastin g  Sophiatown 
w ith  Johannesburg,' Fugard no te s  "A few b locks away . . .  was th»  'r e a l '  
c i t y ,  th e  i llu m in a ted , g l i t t e r i n g  arcade o f  th e  w hite  man's w orld. I t  
m ight j u s t  as w e ll have been on th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  e a r th "  (1980, p .  57). 
Seen from Orlando, Soweto, th e  Johannesburg l ig h ts  " . . .  a re  so f a r  sway, 
to o  f a r  fo r you to  reach . Between you and them i s  a p i t  o f darkness" 
( tip h sh ia le , 2957, p . 204). The c o n tra s t  between Vrededorp and th e  
Johannesburg suburbs, to o ,  was "so  g o a t ,  I  m ight as w ell have stepped  
in to  ano ther w orld, on another p la n e t"  (Abrahams, 1950, p . 103).
In  Bloom's (19S6, pp. 10-13) p ie c e  which dw ells upon a 'f i c t i o n a l 1, 
K ypical T ransvaal lo c a tio n ,  th e  shocking c o n tra s t  between th e  c lean , 
t i d y ,  p r e t t y ,  s h e lte re d  town end i t s  "submerged h a l f ,  an ominous 
co u n te rp a r t th a t  l iv e s  w ith in  i t s  shadow" (Bloom, 1956, p . 10) i s  
d ra m a tic a lly  sp e lle d  o u t.  R em iniscent o f  S e ro te 's  passage which 
m etap h o rica lly  p o rtray s  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  Alexandra township and 
Johannesburg ss  th a  r e la t io n s h ip  between n ig h t and day, c o n tra s tin g  and 
y e t  in e x tr ic a b le ,  Bloom w rite s  o f  th e  two w orlds chat a re  " l ik e  cap to r and 
c a p tiv e  chained to g e th e r  . . .  never f re e  from one another" (Bloom, 1956, p . 
10). R egardless of w hether th e  black, u ib sn  a re a  in  q u es tio n  I s  a suburb 
o f  Johannesburg, freeh o ld  tow nship o r lo c a tio n ,  and ir re s p e c t iv e  o f  th e
a u th o r 's  ra c e ,  b lack  and w h ite  w orld s, a lthough 1 chained to g e th e r1 cannot
be rec o n c ile d . So i t  i s  th a t  th e  w h ite  o u ts id e r  i s  a  ' t o u r i s t '  in  th e
township (L ionel Abrahams, 1975, p . 16) and th e  b lack  men and women
a lie n a te d  o r  r e je c te d  by th e  c i ty :
Jo 'b u rg  C ity , Johannesburg 
L is te n  when I t e l l  you,
There i s  no fun , no th in g , in  i t
When you leave th e  women and men w ith  such
frozen  ex p re ss io n s . . .
J o 'b a rg  C ity , you a re  d ry  l ik e  death . . .
( ' Jo 'b u rg  C i t y ' , S e ro te , 1982, pp. 22-23).
In  a d d itio n  to  th e  c o n tra s t  between w hite and b lack  w orlds in s p ir in g  
-.omoent, s e v e ra l w r i te rs  have p in p o in ted  s u b s ta n t ia l  d i s s im ila r i ty  
between a lo c a tio n  (o r  modem 'to w n sh ip ')  and a freeh o ld  a re a  (e a r ly  
'to w n s h ip ') .  H uddleiton (1956) fo r  one, draws a t te n t io n  to  t l  -ay in  
which th e  word 'lo c a t io n 1 func tioned  to  endorse a sense o f abs> .ion* 
unbelonging and impermanence. H is words can be coupled e f f e c t iv e ly  w ith  
th o se  o f  Bloom (1956, p . 10) who argues th a t  th e  concept o f 'lo c a t io n ' 
denotes "n o t a p la c e  where people  l i v e ,  b u t one where som ething ‘ s t o  be 
found". A common fe a tu re  o f th e  l i t e r a tu r e  examined has been co n s is te n t 
r e je c t io n  by re s id e n ts  o f  s t r in g e n t ly  c o n tro lle d  townships which imbued 
them w ith  fe e lin g s  o f d is lo c a t io n  and p la c e le a sn a s s . P refe ren ce  was 
unanimously shown fo r  th e  s p i r i t  o f  p la c e  o f fe re d  by le s s  r ig id ly  
superv ised  freeh o ld  a re a s .
W rite rs  seem to  have dw elled a t  len g th  upon th e  p h y s ic a l d iffe re n c e s  
between freeh o ld  a rea s  and form al lo ca tio n s /to w n sh ip s , The r e g u la r i ty  o f 
th e  housing  lay o u t i n  Soweto i s  b i t t e r l y  condemned. The monotony o f 
e-.idless matchbox homes "patched  in  s im i la r i ty  on th e  ground" (Rahothat.ha, 
1978, p . 3 3 ), "w ithout love o r  p ro p rie ty "  (Modiaane, '63, p . 105), th e  
"mushrooms" (Kodisane, 1963, p 105), "boxheuses" (Gwala, 3977, p . 46 ),
"kennels" (Matshoba, 1979, p .  92 ), As c o n s is te n t ly  sp e lle d  o u t. In  many 
in s ta a c e s  s tro n g  p re fe ren ce  wbb voiced  fo r  th e  v a r ie ty  o f housing 
s t ru c tu re s  (even i f  co nsiderab ly  le s s  sound) in  freeh o ld  a re a s .  Sose 
w r i te rs  proceed so f a r  as t o  c e le b ra te  th e  r ich n ess  o f  slum l i f e  (see  fo r 
example, Sepam la's poem c i te d  e a r l i e r )  ov»r more c l i n i c a l ,  re g u la te d  
ex is te n c e  i n  d rab , ste reo ty p ed  m unicipal townships.
T heir -o iq u ity  means th a t  sqt’a lo r ,  poverty  and deprivation , a te  
in e v ita b le  concerns m  township l i t e r a tu r e .  The smoke f i l l e d  atmosphere, 
ru s te d  co rru g a ted  iro n  s t r u c tu r e s , . r u t te d  sand roads and b leak  township 
appearance axo t ru a to d  In th e  w ritin g s  o f each area examined above, a lb e i t  
to  vary ing  degrr'«* * • 'a r t ic u la r  s ig n if ic a n c e  i s  th e  tendency o f c e r ta in  
au tho rs  to  environmental elem ents in  favour o f n o tin g  a
v ib ra n t tow nship .re . This i s  e s p e c ia lly  th e  case  in  th e  w ritin g
o f  Sophiatotm . In  some in s ta n c e s  au thors c re a te  an atmosphere through 
t h e i r  c h a ra c te rs  (see  fo r  example, M atsh ik ize, 1961; M u tlo stse , 1982; 
N debele, 1982; Matthews, 1283). In  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  no e x p l i c i t  re fe ren ce  
i s  made to  e i th e r  township appearance o r c h a ra c te r i s t ic s  and d e ta i le d  
d e s c r ip tio n  i s  reserv ed  f.ox in d iv id u a l people These s to r ie s  u au a lly  have 
as  c e n t /a l  theme th e  a b i l i t y  o f  township dw elle rs t o  su rv iv e  and sometimes 
even th r iv e  in  s p i te  and/or because o f t h e i r  opp ressive  environm ents. In  
most l i t e r a t u r e ,  however, i t  i s  peop le , t h e i r  r w i l i e n c e ,  energy end 
eoamuaai s p i r i t  th a t  co lou rs  th e  tow nship, he lp ing  o b l i te r a te  i t s  r o t t in g  
p h y s ica l f a b r ic  and ne lp ing  fa sh io n  a nonse o f  p la c e . As such, a theme 
th re a d in g  through l i t e r a t u r e  i s  th a t  o f  r.ho tow nship as paradox! ae p lace 
o f  c o n tra s ts  where harshness and d e sp a ir  c o e x is t w ith  s p i r i t  ant! oven 
beau ty . For t h i s  reason  to o , th e  township i s  often, lik en ed  to  th e  c i t y  as 
po rtray ed  by Dickens (Modisano, 1963; Themba, 1972; Manganyi, w ritin g  o f 
Mphuhlele, 1983).
Contro l and su p e rv is io n  over t e r r i t o r y ,  l i f e  and labour i s  a fu r th e r  
theme weaving through township l i t e r a t u r e .  "The in h ab ita n ts  o ' th e  
lo c a tio n  l iv e  l ik e  a cap tured  p eop le"  w rite s  Bloom (1956, p . 12). 
P ro h ib itiv e  laws, r a id s ,  p o lic e  harassm ent and w hite  o f f i c i a l s  a re  
prom inent tra p p in g s  o f most townships ana a re  g r i s t  fo r  au th o rs . C losely  
t i e d  to  p o lic e  harassment i s  th e  p r a c t ic e  o f shebeening and i l l e g a l  beer 
brew ing. The shebeen is  y e t ano ther paradox in  th e  l i te ra tu re - .  On th e  
one hand i t  i s  c e le b ra te d  a s  a un ique and f u l f i l l i n g  form o f re c re a tio n  
m id s t  tow nship d ep riv a tio n . I t  se rv es  a lso  as a  v a lu ab le  means o f  eking 
■ u t  an ex is te n c e  th rough  aolf-em ploym ent. On th e  o th e r  hand, as 
M phahlele, Modisane and Jabavu show in  t h e i r  au tob iog raph ies , the 
p ra c t ic e  i s  f rau g h t w ith  r i s k  and danger.
The g h e tto  n a tu re  o f th e  town/jhips in  re sp e c t o f  th e  labour and l iv e s  
o f  i t s  youths and a d u lts  is  rev ea led  w ith o u t excep tion . C h ild ren 's  games 
a r e  ty p ic a l ly  th o se  o f  th e  s t r e e t s .  Youths a re  p resen ted  ea spending 
th e i r  tim e in  gambling a c t i v i t i e s  ( ia h - f e e )  and a d u lts  pursue, liv e lih o o d s  
in  th e  inform al s e c to r  o f the  economy. A c t iv i t ie s  o f  h/.wkers, shebeen 
'q u een s ' and 'k in g s ',  and washerwomen a re  ever p re se n t in  th e  township 
1i t e r a to r " .  As a fu r th e r  phenomenon ty p ic a l  o f slum underw .rld s, 
v io le n c e , u su a lly  I n i t i a t e d  by  a lum ponpro letarian  element i s  & 
phenosioncn explored by sev e ra l tow nship w ti ta r a .  Gangsterism and th e  
te r r o r  •i.t tvokao , lu rks  in  th e  l i t e r a tu r e .  At tim es , f e a r  o f c rim in a ls  
and m urderers i s  accorded obaemolve tre a tm e n t. In  w ritin g  about Soweto 
e s p e c ia l ly ,  th e  lo u sin g  presence o r  d ea th  t a in t s  and warps everyday 
liv in g .
A f in a l  to p ic  m eritin g  a t te n t io n  th a t  o f th e  th r e a t  and a fte rm ath  o f 
dem o litio n . The Imminent d e s tru c t io n  o f  Sophiatown, Vrododorp,
D oornfonteia and A lexandra stim u la ted  and in fluenced  th e  d e r iv a tiv e  
l i t e r a tu r e .  H e a r tf e l t ,  em b ittered  accounts o f th e  in s e n s it iv e  
b u re a u c ra tic  wrecking and th e  h u rt end confusion i t  engendered a re  common. 
A number of poems dea lin g  s o le ly  w ith  dem olition  ( th a t  i s ,  w ith  re fe rence  
to  a s p e c if ic  township) have emerged p a r t ic u la r ly  w ith  th e  r i s e  o f b lack 
consciousness w r itin g .  Furtherm ore, much w ritin g  although  n o t d ea ling  
w ith  dem olition  per s e ,  i s  in fluenced  by i t s  imminence, and p a r t i a l  o r 
t o t a l  com pletion.
C H A P T E R  FIV E  
C O N C L U SIO N
The su b jec t o f t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n  i s  s e t  a g a in s t a background o f  th e  
p a r t i a l i t y  o f p o s i t i v i s t  re se a rc h , in c re a s in g  in te r e s t  in  th e  n o tio n  of 
p lace  anJ in  th e  s u b -d isc ip lin e  o f  l i t e r a r y  geography, and an e n th u s ia s tic  
q u e s t fo r  b e t t e r  knowledge o f co n d itio n s , l i f e s ty l e s  and experiences in  
th e  b lack  tow nships o f  South A frica . Research commenced w ith  an overview 
o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  geography f i e ld  (ch a p te r  tw o ) . This was undertaken  so as 
t o  prov ide  a p o in t o f  i n te l le c tu a l  re fe re n c e  fo r  th e  su b s ta n tiv e  enquiry. 
I t  was p a r t ic u la r ly  in tended  to  in tro d u ce  key a n a ly t ic a l  is su e s  such as 
th e  meaning o f p la c e ,  i t s  in d iv id u a l i ty  and manner of p o r t r a y a l .
I n  response to  c a l l s  fo r  a l i t e r a r y  geography more concerned w ith 
e x t r in s ic  r e la t io n s  o f  t e x t s ,  th e  t h i r d  ch ap te r sought t o  d e f in e  th e  w ider 
h i s to r i c a l ,  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  co n tex ts  o f  th e  works considered  in  th e  
s tudy . The development o f South A lri-  l i t e r a tu r e  between 1820 and th e  
p re s e n t was t ra c e d  w ith  emphasis given to  d i s t i n c t  tre n d s  in  th e  w ritin g . 
Changes i n  au tho r c la s s ,  ideo logy , i n t e n t ,  s ty le ,  p u b lish in g  o u t le t ,  
l i t e r a r y  form se le c te d  and audience were n o ted . The prim ary  aim o f th e  
c h ap te r  was t o  e la b o ra te  on th e  need fo r  such background in form ation  in  
more meaningful l i t e r a r y  geographic a n a ly s is .  This i s  e sp e c ia l ly  th e  case 
when ta k in g  in to  c o n s id e ra tio n  th e  o v e r t ly  p o l i t i c a l  w r it in g s  o f  persons 
d i f f e r in g  w idely  in  term s o f  ideo logy , c la s s  and c u ltu re .
In  th e  fo u rth  ch a p te r , a t te n t io n  tu rn e d  to  th e  th e  development of 
c e r ta in  b lack  South A frican  ..w nships and t h e i r  trea tm en t in  l i t e r a tu r e .
In  th e  an a ly s is  o f  JoiiaimesbMsg'b tow nships o$ d if f e r e n t  o r ig in  and 
o rg a n isa tio n , no im ifona procedure was adopted. Vhera th e  w ritin g  o f  one 
p a r t ic u la r  p lace  le n t  i t s e l f  t o  d e ta i le d  d e s c r ip tio n  o f v io len ce  and 
danger and ano ther to  p o r tra y a l o f  v ib ra n t in fo i 1 economic a c t iv i t i e s  
and a fu r th e r  to  ev oca tive  p h y s ic a l d e s c r ip t io n ,  th e se  became th e  major 
a n a ly t ic a l  c a te g o rie s  fo r th e  s p e c if ic  p la c e  concerned. Examination o f 
such au thor choice o f em phasis, w hether i a  th e  fosre o f a c e r ta in  w ritin g  
techn ique (fo r  example, emphaaie/de-oiaphas±s on d ep ic tin g  phy sica l 
c h a ra c te r i s t ic s )  o r  through h eav ily  laboured  themes aoA is su e s  (such as 
th e  senses o f f e a r ,  belonging  and opp o rtu n ity ) a ided th e  ta sk  of 
uncovering th e  m eining(s) o f  each tow nship . C onsu lta tio n  o f th e  township 
l i t e r a tu r e s  makes i t  p o ss ib le  n o t only to  cap tu re  th e  p h y s ica l im pression 
and p e rs o n a lity  o f  th e  p la c e s t h u t a lso  to  le a rn  som ething o f  th e  human 
e x p e r ie n t ia l  d ia logue  w ith  v a rio u s environm ents. Evidence of 
p la c e le s sn e s s , a l ie n a t io n ,  and sense o f  p la c e , w hether c o n s is te n t i r  
c o n tra d ic to ry , was noted and d iscussed  in  th e  case o f each township.
Of a l l  th e  a rea s  s tu d ie d , Sophiatown stan d s  as unique in  i t s  c o n s is te n t 
p e rcep tio n  by whice and b lock  w r i te r  as a  p la c e  o f ex cep tio n a l warmth and 
s p i r i t .  W ithout attem pting  to  conceal th e  greyness and hardsh ip  th e re , 
au thors have conveyed through v iv id  p rose th e  enigma o f a  slum where 
in ta n g ib le  q u a l i ty  transcends su rface  poverty  and s u f fe r in g .  The 
l i t e r a r y  images o f  Alexandra township and th e  slum aceas o f  inner 
Johannesburg c i t y ,  whi’s t  sh a rin g  a spec ts  o f  th e  d iv e rse  and v ib ra n t 
Sophiatown atmosphere, a re  ta in te d  by sometimes b la ta n t  co n tra d ic tio n s . 
Thase were t ra c e d  to  d iffe re n c e s  in  re a c t io n  among w r ite r s  (see  fo r  
example Essop and Abrahams regard ing  V rededorp), o r to  in co n s is ten c ie s  
w ith in  d if f e r e n t  w rit in g s  o f th e  same in d iv id u a l (as in  th e  case  o f 
S e ro te ) .  Soweto, th e  f in a l  township a rea  co n sid ered , i s  o v e rrid in g !?
p o rtra y e d  as a v io le n t ,  a l ie n a t in g  p la c e  in  which everyday l iv in g  i s  
warped exid hum an needs denied . The township i s  seen Co epitom ise 
c o n tro lle d ,  is o la te d ,  monotonous b lack  urban l iv in g .  N either th e  
experience o f th e  p la c e  no r i t s  p e rs o n a l i ty  seem to  d e tr a c t  Sxom th e  harsh  
and a iis t 'i te  l i f e s ty l e  i t  b reeds.
Several themes and ideas  were found t o  pervade most i f  n o t e l l  cown;,hip 
l i t e r a tu r e s  considered , among them th e  c o n tra s t  between b lack  tow tv^ip 
and w hite  c i t y ,  s t ru s s  on sq u a lo r, poverty  and d e p riv a tio n , p o lic e  and 
su p e rv iso r in te r fe re n c e ,  crim e and danger and th e  sense o f  lo ss  brought 
about by d em o litio n . C e rta in  id eas emerged s tro n g ly  in  connection w ith  
on«s o r two p laces  and a s tead y  d if fe re n c e  was n o ted  in  l i t e r a tu r e  about 
le s s  s t r in g e n t ly  managed freeh o ld  suburbs a g a in s t th a t  o f more r ig id ly  
c o n tro lle d  torn s h ip s .
One p a r t ic u la r ly  in te r e s t in g  o b se rv a tio n  a r is e s  o u t o f  th e  stu d y  o f  
Johannesburg 's townships and t h e i r  meaning. As th e  d is se r ta tio n "  has 
suggested , th e  o p tio n s and experiences o f  p lace  by b lacks i n  Johannesburg 
have in d /o r  a r e  slum yerds, A lexandra, Sophiatown and Soweto. I t  i s
sms- rttuor th a t  p la ee  has such s ig n if ic a n c e  in  t h a i r  l iv e s ;  i t  i s  a t  
oner ev ery th in g  and n o th in g .
In  th e  course  o f  examining zhe soc io logy  o f  lo u th  A frican l i t e r a t u r e ,  
th re e  tren d s  in  lo c a l c re a t iv e  w ri t in g  were i d e n t i f ie d ,  namely, l i b e r a l ,  
p ro te s t  and b lack  coasciouan-sss w r it in g ,  Bach has p laced  i t s  mark on 
s e v e ra l o f  th e  works co nsu lted  d u rin g  th e  course o f t h i s  study . L ib e ra l,  
p ro te s t  and b lack  consciousness w ri t in g  have determ ined th e  w ritin g  mode 
adopted (b lack  consciousness w r itin g  foe  example i s  u su a lly  in  th e  p o e tic  
form ), th e  aivulence to  which i t  reaches (p ro te s t  w r i t in g  to  w hite l ib e r a l s
and b lack  consciousness w ritin g  to  read e rs  in  th e  tow nsh ips), l i t e r a l ' t  
s t y l e  ( t r a d i t io n a l  W estern l i t e r a r y  techn iques o f  th e  l ib e r a l  w r ite r s  end 
n eg a tion  o f  th e se  conventions in  contemporary b lack  l i t e r a t u r e ) , and 
p u b lish in g  o u t le t  ( in te rn a t io n a l  p u b lish e rs  fo r au tob iog raph ies and 
l ib e r a l  o r p ro te s t  w r it in g , and in c re a s in g ly , popular magazines fo r  
contemporary l i t e r a t u r e ) . The ideology  propounded by each c r i t i c a l  tren d  
h a s , n o t l e a s t ,  in fluenced  what i s  sa-M and p o ss ib ly  l e f t  unsa id  about 
tow nships and tow nship l iv in g .  Although th e  p re c ise  e f f e c ts  o f censorsh ip  
01. South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  and e s p e c ia lly  th e  trea tm en t o f townships and 
urbanism in  th a t  l i t e r a tu r e  a re  im possib le  to  tra c k  down, rem inder o f  th e  
r e a l i t y  o f  such p ro h ib itiv e  le g is la t io n  enhances s e n s i t i v i t y  to  th e  
s t r a i n  under which so  many w r i te rs  and p o e ts  c re a te .
Of cou rse , c e r ta in  w r ite r s  sh a r in g  a  common background, e r a ,  l i t e r a r y  
mode, l i t e r a r y  form and audience do them selves a c tu a lly  experience a p lace  
in  s ig n i f ic a n t ly  d i f f e r e n t  ways. Such cases demand th a t  th e  l i t e r a r y  
geographer d e lves  in to  the b io g rap h ies  o f th e  in d iv id u a l w r ite rs  
concerned to  e x p la in  th e  d isc re p a n c ie s . More o ften  „ha». n o t,  though, the  
conc lusion  drawn w i l l  be sp e c u la tiv e . A fte r  a l l ,  l i t e r a r y  c re a tio n , 
w h ils t  t i e d  t o  s o c ia l  background and c o n s tr a in ts ,  i s  a lso  an in te n se ly  
p e rso n a l e x e rc is e .  I f  t r a n s la te d  t r u th f u l ly  in to  words, persona l 
though ts w il l  produce in c o n s is te n c ie s  and th e se  w il l  always abound and 
perhaps never be re co n c ilab le  to  an ‘o b je c t iv e 1 o r even su b je c tiv e ly  
shared  sta tem en t about th e  meaning o f p la c e .
The q u estio n s o f  s u b je c t iv i ty  and p a r t ic u la r ly  o f th e  r e l i a b i l i t y  of 
e v id e n tly  f ic t i o n a l  w ritin g  have been ra is e d  by se v e ra l c r i t i c s  o f 
l i t e r a r y  geography. Through th e  course o f  t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n  th e  v a lu e  o f 
h ig h ly  em otional and perhaps exaggerated  accounts has been recognised .
W riting  su ffu sed  w ith  images o f  b lood , o r In to n a tio n s o f f e a r  and
v io le n c e , may o f f e r  mexe in s ig h t  in to  th e  s f  jdy o f  a  p lace  th an  more
o b je c t iv e ,  re s tra in e d  accoun ts. The m ajor weakness of l i t e r a r y  geography
f o r  some i s  p a rad o x ica lly  i t s  major s t r e n g th  fo r  o th e rs . Hum anistic
l i t e r a r y  geography i s  concerned w ith  p e o p le , t h e i r  b e l ie f s ,  p re fe ren ces
and axperiencea . As such, i t  au to m a tica lly  c o n fro n ts  and even th r iv e s  on
s u b je c t iv i ty  and i t s  im p lic a tio n s . Both geographers and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s
have pondered over th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between f a c t  and f i c t i o n  in
l i t e r a t u r e .  Consonant w ith  th e  po p u lar aphorism th a t  'th e r e  i s  more t o
t r u t h  th a n  f a c t s ' , Pocock (1981b, p . 11) hae a s s e r te d  th a t
l i c t i v t  r e - J i t y  way tran scen d  o r c o n ta in  more t r u th  they  th e  
physicaA '".'•e-r Xsy r e a l i t y .  And h e re in  l i e s  th e  pared  %  o f 
l i t e r a t u r e .  A'lti:.. d i f f e r e r .t  in  c s s iu c e . and th e re fo re  a poor 
documentary sou rce  £ue m aM riL l on p la c e s .  \  -iple o r o rg a n isa tio n s , 
l i t e r a t u r e  y e t p o sse sse s  a p o c  1 ' • o e r '  • '  i-ver th e  z sp o rtin g
o f  th e  s o c ia l  s c i e n t i s t  . . .  L ^ iu ia iy  . .  "s a t r u th  th a t  is
more humanly s ig n i f ic a n t .
South A frican  c r i t i c s  rep ea ted ly  t i l t  a t  th e  accuracy and f a c tu a l  
n a tu re  o f  what i s  o s te n s ib ly  f ic t io n .  Among b la c k  w r ite rs  e s p e c ia lly ,  th e  
s u b je c t  m atte r o f  novels and p o e try  in v a r ia b ly  r i s e s  out o f  and i s  s e t  
a g a in s t  a  co n tex t o f r e a l  problems and ev en ts . Pass law s, d e te n tio n , 
in f lu x  c o n tro l,  dem onstra tions, r i o t s  and removals form th e  backdrop to  
many a  s h o r t  s to ry ,  poem o r  n o v e l.
The jo u r n a l i s t i c  n a tu re  o f  much b lack  South A frican  l i t e r a tu r e  which i s  
preoccupied  w ith  docum entation o f th e  is su e s  id e n t i f ie d  above lends 
i t s e l f  t o  an i n te r e s t in g  and much debated  q u es tio n , namely, what i s  
l i t e r a t u r e  and hofe i s  th e  l i n e  drawn between l i t s r a r y  and n o a -li te .ra ry  
w ri C r i t ic s  have u s u a lly  defined  l i t e r a t u r e  on th e  b a s is  o f  i t a
d is tin g u is h in g  use o f  language (that, i a ,  'l i t e r a r y *  as opposed to  
'e v e ry d ay ' o r ’s c i e n t i f i c '  u se  o f  language) (Wellelt and Warren, 1949).
Much o f  th e  work t r e a te d  h e re  would seem In  c o n f l ic t  w ith  t h i s  d e f in i t io n  
and th e  im pression " iven  i s  o f an in c re a s in g  re p re se n ta tio n  o f day-to-day  
e x is te n c e  in  o rd inary  language. In  t h i s  d i s s e r ta t io n  l i t e r a t u r e  has been 
d efin ed  lo o se ly  as any c re a t iv e ,  im ag in a tiv e , su b je c tiv e  w ritin g  o f 
p e rso n a l experience . As such th e re  has been an in te n t io n a l  overlap  
between jo u r n a l i s t ic  and n o n - jo u rn a l is t ic  work. This s tudy  urges a 
w idening o f th e  range o f sources used in  contemporary l i t e r a r y  geography. 
Not on ly  i s  th e re  a need to  s c ru t in i s e  reg io n a l novels in  sea rch  fo r  
in s ig h ts  a t  u se  t o  geographers. L i te ra ry  geographers should a lso  be quick 
to  absorb and ta p  th e  v a s t  p o te n t ia l  o f fe re d  by more popu lar w ritin g .
In  tak in g  th i s  s t r i c t l y  l i t e r a r y  approach to  th e  s tudy  o f  tow nships, i t  
i s  n o t im plied th a t  th e  b lack  township i s  th e  on ly  s e t t in g ,  o r  urbanism 
th e  c e n tr a l  theme, in  South A frican  l i t e r a t u r e .  Nor i s  i t  claim ed th a t  
t h i s  avenue o f enquiry has unearthed  any com plete sta tem en t about tow nship 
h i s to r i e s ,  co n d itio n s and experiences. L ite ra ry  geography i s  i t s e l f  a 
p a r t i a l  approach, a s t a r t  r a th e r  th a n  an end to  th e  ta sk  o f  b lend ing  
m a te r ia l  drawn from l i t e r a t u r e ,  s t a t i s t i c a l  re c o rd s , a rch iv es  and o ra l 
in te rv ie w s . A lb e it te n ta t iv e ,  th e  p ro je c t  embarked upon here  has provided  
v a lu ab le  in s ig h t in to  th e  experiences o f  b lack  tow nship r e s id e n ts  which 
prev ious resea rch  has n o t succeeded in  reco v erin g . For t h i s  reason a lo n e , 
th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  encountered in  l i t e r a r y  an a ly s is  should  n o t b a r  fu r th e r  
r e f in in g  o f  and experim en ta tion  w ith  th e  l i t e r a r y  geographic approach.
A lleged  problems concerning th e  rep re se n ta tiv e n e s s  o f in d iv id u a l 
experience , o r  b ia s  concealed in  em otion-laden w ritin g , and 
in co n s is te n c ie s  among w r i te r s  and w ith in  th e  work o f  in d iv id u a l w r i te r s  
can be tu rned  to  advantage and used to  g a in  v i t a l  in s ig h t in to  persona l
p e rc e p tio n . A lte rn a tiv e ly , d isc rep an c ie s  may be c la r i f i e d  once th e  
so c ia l  co n d itio n s surrounding th e  c r e a t io n ,  p u b lic a tio n  and read e rsh ip  of 
a  l i t e r a r y  ta x t  a re  taken in to  c o n s id e ra tio n . At le a s t  in  th e  South 
A frican  c a se , continued  adoption  and adap ta tio n  o f th e  l i t e r a r y  
geographic  approach o f fe rs  c o n s id e rab le  p ro sp ec ts  o f stren g th en in g  
hum anistic  geography in  th e  country.
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